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ABSTRACT 
 
The commercialisation of natural resources such as medicinal plants is a strategy that is increasingly 
being employed by poor people in developing countries such as South Africa, as a means of 
generating an income. Increasing economic hardship and a lack of employment opportunities in the 
formal sector of the economy has led to many urban dwellers seeking alternative means of meeting 
their everyday livelihood needs. Although the contribution of natural resources to subsistence 
economies is widely recognised, there are few studies that have examined the significance of the 
trade in medicinal plants to the livelihoods of poor and marginalised people. Thirty informal street 
traders were interviewed to investigate the role of the medicinal plant trade in sustaining the 
livelihoods of the traders who operate in the informal sector of the Nelson Mandela Bay Municipality, 
South Africa. The findings of the research indicate that the sale and collection of medicinal plants is 
an activity which is exploited by people with limited resources, few skills, little or no education and 
often without any other source of household income. Middle-aged women from impoverished, single 
income households dominated the trade. Although income from the trade is modest, it contributed 
substantially to the total household cash income of the traders. Other benefits of the trade included 
independence and having a sense of purpose in life, as the traders felt that they were not only helping 
their families but also the wider community. However, without the income from the trade, many of the 
traders and their families would be destitute and thus the medicinal plant trade is vital to the wellbeing 
of these people. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1 Introduction  
For thousands of years, people have gathered wild (non-cultivated) plants for their everyday 
livelihood needs, such as food, medicines, energy and raw materials for building, tools and 
crafts. More than 80% of the world’s population relies mainly on traditional medicines to 
meet their primary healthcare needs (Food and Agricultural Organisation 2005). This is 
mainly attributed to the low prices and the effectiveness of these medicines; the cultural and 
religious preferences of the consumers and the frequently inadequate provision of allopathic 
medicine, particularly in developing countries (Sheldon et al. 1997, Shanley and Luz 2003). 
Only 15% of pharmaceutical drugs in the world are consumed in developing countries 
(Toledo 1995) and a large proportion of this is used by relatively more affluent people. Thus 
it is typically the poor who are most closely dependant on medicinal plants for their 
livelihoods (Hamilton 2004).  
 
Moreover, medicinal plants are important not only as traditional medicines, but also as 
commodities that are traded in local, regional and in some cases even global markets 
(Schippman et al. 2002). Exports of medicinal plants, particularly from developing countries, 
have increased rapidly and this indicates the growing interest in these products worldwide, 
both in traditional and allopathic medicine (Food and Agricultural Organisation 2005). 
Indeed, the use of medicinal plants is expected to rise in developed countries, not only due 
to an increase in the population but also due to the increased desire of consumers to make 
use of natural, environmentally friendly products (World Health Organisation 2002). In 2002, 
global sales of medicinal products totalled an estimated US $60 billion (World Health 
Organisation 2003).  
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In South Africa, the medicinal plant trade is a large and growing industry and is estimated to 
be worth approximately R2.7 billion per annum (Mander et al. 2007). It is estimated that 
between 35 000 and 70 000 tonnes of plant material is consumed annually in South Africa 
(Mander and Le Breton 2006). In the Eastern Cape, approximately 525 tonnes of plant 
material, valued at approximately R27 million per annum was traded annually (Dold and 
Cocks 2002). 
 
Furthermore, traditional medicine is regarded as a basic commodity among most black 
households and is used for the treatment of certain conditions irrespective of the income and 
educational levels of the consumers (Cocks and Dold 2000). Approximately 72% of the black 
population in South Africa makes use of these traditional medicines (Mander et al. 2007). 
Surveys conducted by Mander (1997, 1998) indicated that traditional medicines are not 
viewed as inferior by consumers and that demand is likely to be sustained even as the 
income levels and the welfare of consumers increases in the future. Indeed, the use of 
traditional medicine appears to be entrenched in cultural practices throughout Africa. As 
consumer populations grow and with no easily available alternatives or substitutes, the 
demand for medicinal plants is increasing in South Africa (Mander et al. 2001). 
 
The commercialisation of medicinal plants in South Africa has been stimulated by a number 
of factors such as the growing black population which is increasingly becoming urbanised, 
the high rate of unemployment and the low level of formal education, particularly in the rural 
areas. In addition, traditional medicine is viewed as affordable, accessible and more 
acceptable than allopathic medicine (Williams et al. 2000). The HIV/AIDS pandemic is 
further fuelling demand for medicinal plants. In 1997, 94% of traditional medicine 
practitioners in Mpumalanga reported that they offered treatments to patients for AIDS or 
AIDS related diseases (Mander 1997). While allopathic medicine offers no cure for the 
disease, many traditional medicine practitioners are a last resort for many HIV/AIDS 
sufferers (Makhado et al. 2009). 
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Although the trade in medicinal plants is driven by consumer demand to a large extent, 
poverty within households, particularly in rural areas, has further driven the expansion of the 
trade (Williams 2004). Furthermore, the lack of jobs in the formal sector of the economy has 
led to many urban dwellers to look for alternative ways of meeting their livelihood 
requirements. Thus the commercialisation of medicinal plants is a strategy that is 
increasingly being employed by poor people as a means of generating an income (Dold and 
Cocks 2002, Kepe 2002, Williams 2004). Research has shown that millions of people, 
mostly in developing countries, derive a significant part of their income from gathered wild 
plants (Schippmann et al. 2002) or are involved in the trading and processing thereof 
(Hamilton 2004). Indeed, the trade in natural resources, such as medicinal plants, has been 
shown to be significant in realising some, if not all, of the cash requirements of poor 
households (Arnold and Townson 1998, Shackleton et al. 2007).  
 
It is also often the poorest and most marginalised communities who are most closely 
dependant on natural resources such as medicinal plants for their livelihoods (Cavendish 
2000, Neumann and Hirsch 2000, Hamilton 2004). Indeed, the harvesters of medicinal 
plants are often herders, shepherds or other economically marginalised sections of society, 
such as women and landless people (Hamilton 2004).  
 
The medicinal plant trade in South Africa is no longer a specialist activity, confined to 
traditional medicine practitioners (Dold and Cocks 2002). It now involves hundreds of 
commercial gatherers who sell at informal markets and who supply formal sector traders 
across the country (Cunningham 1991b). Initially, it was mostly men who were involved in 
the trade but there has been an increasing trend for women to be involved in the harvesting 
and non-specialist selling of medicinal plants. This trend has followed urbanisation and has 
been evident in many parts of Africa. In Durban, for example, this change took place 
between 1915 and 1990 and women used medicinal plants as a means of wholesaling to 
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traders and traditional medicine practitioners, rather than as a means of dispensing 
medicines to the public (Cunningham 1991b).  
 
Medicinal plants thus play an important role in the livelihoods of people, not only as 
resources to meet their primary healthcare and cultural needs but also as important sources 
of income, particularly for poor and marginalised people. However, although the contribution 
of medicinal plants to subsistence economies has been widely recognised in many 
countries, including South Africa (Botha 2001, Cunningham 1991b), little attention has been 
given to the significance of these resources to the livelihoods of the people involved in the 
medicinal plant trade. 
 
In this chapter, the rationale for the study will be discussed. Furthermore, the aim and the 
specific objectives of the study will be outlined, as well as the broader significance of the 
study. This chapter also gives a brief description of the methodological approach of the study 
and the area that was chosen for the case study. 
 
1.2 Rationale for the study 
As a result of the past neglect in recognising the role that natural resources might play in the 
livelihoods of people, the International Institute for Environment and Development (IIED) 
referred to these resources as the ‘hidden harvest’ (Campbell and Luckert 2001). Indeed, the 
extent of the medicinal plant trade is largely unaccounted for in formal national and provincial 
statistics in many countries across the world, as records of the sales transactions are seldom 
kept and the trade is often illicit in nature (Botha et al. 2004). Consequently the trade often 
takes place outside of visible markets and thus it is poorly acknowledged, researched and 
documented (Shackleton et al. 2007).  
 
Little consideration has also been given to the broader socio-economic context and how it 
influences natural resource use and trade (Neumann and Hirsch 2000, De Jong et al. 2000, 
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Shackleton 2005). Much of the research has looked at natural resources from a 
management perspective as a means to bring about community participation and the 
conservation of natural resources. In South Africa, researchers have analysed the medicinal 
plant industry as a result of a growing concern over the sustainability of wild stocks of the 
plants, which is usually the only source of traditional medicines in the country (Mander et. al 
2006). However, few studies in South Africa have attempted to interpret the role of natural 
resource trading within a holistic, household perspective (Kepe 2002, Scoones and Woolmer 
2003). Knowledge is lacking on the types of households involved in the trade and the 
significance of the trade to livelihoods. Furthermore, in many countries, there is very little 
information which quantifies the contribution of natural resource products to household 
income or examines the potential of these resources for lifting people out of poverty 
(Shackleton 2005). Indeed, many studies have been undertaken in South Africa with the 
resource as the starting point rather than the people involved (Cunningham 1997, Lawes et 
al. 2004). In addition, diverse and inadequate data exists in southern Africa on the exact 
significance of medicinal plant markets to national economies or to the individual trader 
(Mander et al. 2006).  
 
Furthermore, research has traditionally focussed attention on rural households, while the 
urban dimension of natural resource based livelihood strategies has largely been neglected 
(Stoian 2004). In South Africa, poverty is the greatest in rural areas (Carter and May 1999) 
and thus anti-poverty initiatives have traditionally focussed on rural areas which are seen as 
worse off than urban areas. However, urban poverty has been made a priority on the political 
agenda of donors and national governments in a number of countries (Maxwell et al. 2000). 
Research has shown that urban poverty is not only growing rapidly but that it has tended to 
be underestimated in the past (Satterthwaite 1995). Indeed, poverty in urban areas in South 
Africa has increased (Leibbrandt et al. 2010) and thus the problems of urban dwellers have 
become pressing, which includes issues of how poor people in the cities earn their 
livelihoods (Maxwell et al. 2000). However, in South Africa a number of studies have 
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documented the economic value of the trade in medicinal plants within urban contexts 
(Cocks et al. 2004, Dold and Cocks 2002, Mander 1998, Williams 2004, Williams et al. 2000) 
but research on the significance of this trade to livelihoods has focussed mainly on rural 
households (Kepe 2007). Thus there is a lack of knowledge concerning the importance of 
medicinal plant based income to urban households in South Africa. 
 
There are still a number of gaps therefore, which exist in the current understanding of the 
links between natural resource use and trade, and its impact on livelihoods (Arnold 2002, 
Kepe 2002, Shackleton 2005), particularly in urban areas. This study has attempted to 
bridge some of these gaps in the understanding of the role that medicinal plants might play 
in the livelihoods of the urban poor. 
 
1.3 Aim and objectives of the study 
The aim of this study was to examine the contribution of the informal trade in medicinal 
plants to urban livelihoods in Nelson Mandela Bay Municipality (NMBM), so as to contribute 
to a greater understanding of the informal medicinal plant trade and its role in the livelihoods 
of the traders and their households.  
 
In view of the above-mentioned aim, this study involved the following specific objectives: 
• to identify the characteristics of the informal medicinal plant markets in the study 
area; 
 
• to compile a socio-economic profile of the informal traders and their households; 
 
• to examine the commercialisation process involved from the procuring of medicinal 
plants to the marketing thereof; 
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•  to compile an inventory of the number and the range of the medicinal plant species 
sold; 
 
• to determine the traders’ rationale for entering the informal medicinal plant trade; 
 
• to determine the financial and the non-financial benefits of the medicinal plant trade 
to the livelihoods of the informal traders; 
 
• to determine the constraints and opportunities that the traders face when pursuing 
this form of trade as a means of generating an income; and 
 
• to determine the role that the informal medicinal plant trade plays in uplifting the 
socio-economic conditions of the households involved in the trade. 
 
These objectives served as a means of answering the key question which guided the study, 
namely: to what extent does the informal trade in medicinal plants assist in improving the 
livelihoods of urban households? Therefore, in order to understand the contribution that the 
medicinal plant trade might make to livelihoods, the markets for these resources, the 
pathways of commercialisation and the constraints and opportunities faced by the traders 
need to be understood (Marshall et al. 2003). This is particularly important for assessing 
whether the benefits of the trade can be sustained or even improved, thereby creating 
lasting opportunities for local livelihoods (Shackleton 2005).  
 
1.4 Significance of the study 
As already mentioned, knowledge is lacking on the exact significance of local level trade in 
natural resources, such as the medicinal plant trade, to livelihoods (Shackleton 2005). This 
study therefore provides important baseline data on how the informal medicinal plant 
commercialisation process works and its importance for the people involved. Thus it will add 
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to the body of knowledge on the importance of medicinal plant based income to urban 
livelihoods in South Africa.  
 
Furthermore, this study focuses on the local level, informal trade in medicinal plants as most 
of the trade in medicinal plants in South Africa takes place in the informal sector of the 
economy (Mander et al. 2007). Medicinal plant trading in the informal markets is represented 
by transient commercial harvesters, street traders and traditional medicine practitioners who 
sell plants from pavements and open markets. The people who harvest and sell medicinal 
plants in the informal sector are “…self-employed people, generally unrecognised in official 
statistics who have little access to capital and who earn money from labour intensive 
enterprises” (Cunningham 2001:60). This trade is often invisible and unsupported and thus it 
needs to be given attention as it is often this type of trade which is the most important in 
terms of the contribution to income and employment (Arnold 2002). Furthermore, studies on 
local level trade often contribute important complimentary data to regional or national studies 
(Botha et al. 2004). For example, research conducted on the district-level trade in medicinal 
plants from Nepal to India indicated that the trade may be more extensive than had been 
originally estimated in regional studies of the area (Olsen and Helles 1997). 
 
Through the case study, it will be demonstrated whether or not the trade in medicinal plants 
can make a significant and sustainable contribution to the livelihoods of the traders and 
thereby assist in improving the well-being of the urban poor. Such research is necessary to 
shed light on the potential role that the medicinal plant trade might play in income generation 
and poverty alleviation both in South Africa and internationally.  
 
1.5 Study area 
The area selected for the study was the Nelson Mandela Bay Municipality which comprises 
of the city of Port Elizabeth and the surrounding towns of Despatch and Uitenhage  
(Figure 1). NMBM covers the smallest area of land (1952 km2) in the Eastern Cape, which is 
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located on the south-eastern coast of South Africa. The Eastern Cape is the second largest 
province in South Africa and it is the third most populous province in the country (12.7% of 
the total population), with high levels of unemployment and poor infrastructure (Statistics 
South Africa 2012). 
 
    Figure 1.  Location of Nelson Mandela Bay Municipality 
 
NMBM has a population of approximately 1 200 620 people and a density of 515 people per 
km2. Urban growth is mainly centred on the city of Port Elizabeth. The unemployment rate is 
over 35% and household incomes for many people are low. Forty-four per cent of the 
households in NMBM have access to at least one social grant and 20% of the residents 
have no or limited schooling (IDP 2011). 
 
The municipality is the meeting point of five of the seven South African biomes, namely 
subtropical thicket, grassland, nama-Karoo, fynbos and the forest biomes (Low and Rebelo 
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1998). This is representative of a large percentage of South Africa’s biodiversity and such a 
concentration of biomes, especially within a city, is unparalleled in the world (Stewart 2007).  
 
NMBM has a subtropical climate and the area lies between the winter rainfall, Mediterranean 
region of the Western Cape and the summer rainfall regions of the eastern part of South 
Africa. Light rain is experienced throughout the year. 
 
1.6 Methodological approach  
A multi-method approach was used in this study and it involved the following: 
• Relevant literature on the medicinal plant trade both internationally and in South 
Africa was reviewed in order to determine the issues and debates that are currently 
dominating the discourse on the medicinal plant industry. It also helped to define the 
scope of the study and to formulate the methodological framework for the case study.  
 
• A survey of the informal markets in the Nelson Mandela Bay Municipality was 
conducted in order to discover the key actors involved in the medicinal plant trade; 
the commercialisation process involved and to assess the importance of the trade for 
livelihoods.  
 
• Key informant interviews with other stakeholders in the medicinal plant trade, such 
as conservation officers, municipal officials and the consumers of medicinal plants 
were undertaken. This was done in order to gain a broad understanding of the 
environment within which the medicinal plant trade operates in the study area. 
 
• Secondary sources were consulted regarding the general socio-economic 
characteristics of the study area and the policy and legislative environment in which 
the trade operates. This was done in order to gain a more holistic view of the 
medicinal plant trade and the context within which it operates. In addition, lists drawn 
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up by other researchers of the names of the medicinal plant species traded in the 
study area were consulted in cases where it was not possible to identify plant species 
first hand. 
 
• Personal observations were made by the researcher regarding the market places 
and the selling points. The range of people, interactions and activities in the informal 
markets and selling points were observed, thus allowing the researcher to get an 
overall understanding of the medicinal plant trade before deciding what to include 
and what to exclude in the study. 
 
The above-mentioned methods are explained in more detail in Chapter 3, apart from the 
literature review which is discussed in Chapter 2. 
 
1.7 Structure of the study 
The current chapter, Chapter 1, introduces the study and provides an overview of the 
research problem. It also sets the context for the study and outlines the aim and the 
objectives of the research. In addition, a short description of the study area and the 
methodological approach used in the study is provided as well as an overview of the various 
chapters contained in the dissertation.  
 
In Chapter 2, the literature review focuses on the discourses and research trends both in 
South Africa and internationally that influenced the study. It also provides the conceptual 
approach used in the study.  
 
Chapter 3 focuses on the methodological approach of the study and it also addresses the 
limitations of the research design and the procedures that were followed to ensure that the 
research was conducted in an ethical manner. Furthermore, it explains how the results of the 
study were analysed and interpreted. 
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 Chapter 4 reports on the findings of the research and provides an analysis and interpretation 
of the data obtained in the study.  
 
The findings of the study are synthesised in Chapter 5 and related back to the aim and the 
objectives of the study. The main findings of the research are discussed in this chapter and 
compared to relevant studies elsewhere. In addition, the limitations of the study are 
highlighted as well as the implications for future research on the topic. Finally, conclusions of 
the main findings of the study are also included in this chapter.  
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CHAPTER 2 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
2.1 Introduction 
The commercial collection of wild plants is an integral part of the livelihood strategy for many 
households in developing countries and it is a traditional activity that has taken place for 
centuries (Olsen and Larsen 2003). Much of the research to date on medicinal plants has 
focussed mainly on biodiversity conservation; sustainable harvesting techniques; cultivation 
and domestication of plants; commercialisation and marketing; and rural communities 
(Stoian 2004). However, it is only in recent years that commercially traded plant species 
have received attention for their potential in contributing to livelihoods (Olsen 2005).  
 
In the past, the widespread local use of natural resources, such as medicinal plants, had 
been overlooked by researchers and consequently, its contribution to trade and livelihoods 
was unrecognised (Gujit et al. 1995). However, there has been a growing appreciation 
amongst a number of researchers from various disciplines, conservation and development 
organisations and policy analysts of the importance of natural resources in the livelihoods of 
poor, marginalised people, particularly in developing countries (Campbell 1996, Shackleton 
et al. 2007). Indeed, medicinal plants are not only important primary healthcare resources 
but it is also an important source of income (Williams 2004). Research has also shown that 
natural resources contribute to the well-being and in some cases to the very survival of 
millions of poor people across the world (Arnold 2002, World Bank 2002, Scherr et al. 2004). 
 
Following the adoption of the United Nations Millennium Development Goals in 2000, 
poverty alleviation has been placed high on the international development agenda (UN 
Millennium Declaration 2000). Researchers have promoted the commercialisation of so-
called ‘non-timber forest products’ (NTFPs) as a means to improve livelihoods and to 
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alleviate poverty in an environmentally sound way (Belcher et al. 2004). This new interest 
has in part been driven by conservation objectives such as managing resources sustainably, 
while at the same time promoting development (Larsen and Olsen 2007). A great deal of 
research has been conducted in the forest sector on NTFPs, of which medicinal plants have 
been identified as being amongst the most valuable (Food and Agricultural Organisation 
2003). Indeed, in a recent study conducted in Malawi, medicinal plants formed the most 
important group of NTFPs, from an economic point of view (Dlamini and Geldenhuys 2009).  
 
Researchers have thus recognised the need for a deeper understanding of livelihoods and 
their complexity in order to ensure effective development (Ashley and Maxwell 2001). This 
recognition has been embodied in the pro-poor sustainable livelihoods approach (SLA) 
(Chambers and Conway 1992, Carney 1998, Campbell and Luckert 2002), which has 
become central to contemporary debates about development, poverty alleviation and natural 
resource management (Clarke and Grundy 2004). The SLA is a way in which to improve 
understanding of the livelihoods of poor people. In this approach, people are thus the main 
concern and not the natural resources that they use, nor their governments (Carney 1999). 
Therefore, livelihoods are best examined using the SLA (Karki et al. 2003). 
 
In this study, the contribution of the medicinal plant trade to the livelihoods of the informal 
traders will be assessed using the SLA, which is discussed in more detail in the following 
section. In addition, this chapter discusses the discourses and the research trends both in 
South Africa and internationally that have influenced the study by referring to international 
perspectives on the medicinal plant trade and the informal trade in medicinal plants in South 
Africa and its contribution to livelihoods. 
 
2.2 Sustainable livelihoods approach 
The sustainable livelihoods approach focuses on putting people and the households in which 
they live at the centre of the development process by starting with their assets and 
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capabilities, rather than with their problems (Rakodi 2002). However, natural resource 
commercialisation studies in the past have tended to focus on the natural resources and 
their management, rather than on the complex and dynamic livelihood systems that natural 
resource commercialisation forms part of (De Jong et al. 2000). Thus there is a need for a 
more holistic approach and the SLA provides a way for understanding the complex and 
diverse survival strategies of the poor, within the wider political and socio-economic context 
in which they live (Farrington et al.1999). In this section, a brief overview of the SLA will be 
given and how the approach was applied to this study. 
 
However, the SLA is not a model but rather a tool for stimulating thought and analysis of how 
people construct their livelihoods. The SLA has seven guiding principles which are not 
prescriptive but rather they are adaptable to local conditions (Ashley and Carney 1999). The 
principles are: 
• Be people-centred. The SLA starts with focussing on the people and puts them at 
the centre of the process. 
• Be holistic. The approach recognises that people adopt many strategies to secure 
their livelihoods and that there are many stakeholders involved such as the private 
sector, governments, community based and international organisations. 
• Be dynamic. The SLA attempts to understand the dynamic nature of livelihoods and 
what influences it. 
• Build on strengths. The approach builds on what the people perceive to be their 
strengths, rather than focusing on their problems. 
• Promote micro-macro links. The SLA examines how policies and institutions 
influence livelihoods and highlights that these policies need to be informed by 
insights from a local level.  
• Encourage broad partnerships. The approach encourages partnerships between 
the public and the private sector. 
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• Aim for sustainability. The SLA recognises that sustainability is important if a 
reduction in poverty is to be lasting. 
 
The SLA also recognises the benefits of a livelihood activity to individuals and to their 
households, other than financial benefits (Carney 1999). In other words, this approach 
promotes the analysis of not only the economic benefits of a livelihood activity but also the 
social benefits. Furthermore, the SLA recognises five types of capital or assets that are 
important for building and securing livelihoods (Ellis 1999), namely: 
• natural capital (natural resources) 
• human capital (knowledge, skills, health) 
• physical capital (infrastructure, transport) 
• social capital (social networks, associations to which people belong) 
• financial capital (capital, savings, credit) 
It encourages an analysis of how the financial capital gained from one activity can be 
reinvested into another ‘capital’ such as investing in education and thus building human 
capital. In this study, attention was paid not only to the financial benefits of trading in 
medicinal plants, but also the social, less tangible, benefits that may contribute to other types 
of livelihood assets. 
 
2.3 The contribution of medicinal plants to livelihoods: international perspectives 
An examination of the links between the use and trade in natural resources, environmental 
sustainability and livelihood security has become a focal area of research attention (Roe 
2004, World Resources Institute 2005). In Sub-Saharan Africa alone it is estimated that 
several million people earn their primary cash income from the sale of natural resource 
products (Kaimowitz 2003) and the commercialisation of natural resource products is seen 
as having the potential to alleviate poverty and to help poor people mitigate their plight 
(Scherr et al. 2004). Natural resource markets have been shown to be significant in helping 
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rural households to realise some, if not all of their cash requirements (Shackleton et al. 
2007). Indeed, studies have shown that medicinal plants can provide a significant source of 
income for people in developing countries, particularly through the sale of plants gathered 
from the wild (Hamilton 2004). In this section, a brief overview of the international literature 
on the medicinal plant trade is provided, particularly that which relates to the contribution of 
the trade to people’s livelihoods. 
 
2.3.1 The trade in medicinal plants and the income generated 
Much of the research on medicinal plants has tended to be ethnobotanical surveys and 
studies on the economic value of the trade and the sustainable use of these resources in 
conserving the environment. Research has also emphasised the need to harvest medicinal 
plants sustainably for the socio-economic development of the local people, while at the same 
time protecting biodiversity (Das 2004). Thus researchers have recognised that 
unsustainable harvesting practises will not only result in the possible extinction of plant 
species, but that it would result in a loss of income for the local people as well. Resource 
degradation and poverty alleviation relating to the commercial exploitation of medicinal 
plants is therefore amongst the most debated issues today (Larsen and Smith 2004). 
 
As a result of this recognition of the important role of medicinal plants in the livelihoods of 
poor people, a few systematic studies have been carried out that have examined the 
importance of the trade in medicinal plants to the people involved in the trade (Edwards 
1996, Olsen 1998, Olsen and Bhattaria 2000, Humagain and Shrestha 2009). For example, 
the results of studies in the Himalayan region of Nepal show that 3% to 44% of the annual 
cash income of households is obtained from the sale of medicinal plants (Olsen and Larsen 
2003). Researchers have also recognised the potential of medicinal plants as important cash 
crops for the socio-economic development of poor people (Karki et al. 2003, Humagain and 
Shrestha 2009, Shahidullah and Emdad Haque 2010). In the Rasuwa district in Nepal, 
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traders were found to be making a profit of 12% to 56% of the total trade value (Humagain 
and Shrestha 2009).  
 
However, a number of studies on the medicinal plant industry have shown that profit margins 
are usually low (Bussman and Sharon 2009) and this is often attributed to the long medicinal 
plant supply chain. This supply chain often has six or seven marketing stages and involves 
primary collectors and producers, local contractors, regional wholesale markets, large 
wholesale markets and specialised suppliers (Food and Agricultural Organisation 2005). As 
noted by Dove (1993) where the value of a product rises, it tends to be appropriated by more 
powerful and richer people with more assets and more connections. Indeed studies 
conducted by Larsen and Olsen (2007) and Cetinkaya (2010) have noted that the marketing 
of medicinal plants has often been monopolised by a few local middlemen and that the 
primary harvesters receive only a small portion of the value of the end products in the 
international markets (Ojha 2001, Food and Agricultural Organisation 2005, Vodouhê et al. 
2008). Often contractors from outside hire the local people as labourers to harvest the 
medicinal plants, but the money which they receive in return for their hard labour, hardly 
sustains them for a few weeks. This often results in the local economies of these regions 
remaining poor and underdeveloped (Das 2004). 
 
2.3.2 Importance of the trade for marginalised people 
Although the income from the trade in medicinal plants is low, it does contribute significantly 
to household budgets. It is an activity that is mostly exploited by poorer people who have 
limited resources, little or no education and skills and few other sources of income (Arnold 
2002, McSweeney 2004). It also contributes a greater proportion of the total income to these 
households (Shackleton 2005).  
 
The barriers of entry to the medicinal plant trade are low as it requires very little capital 
investment and no formal education (Olsen and Larsen 2003). Thus it provides an important 
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option for poor, marginalised people as well as older and less educated people, who would 
have difficulty in accessing other employment opportunities or who are less able to cope with 
or insure against risk than better off households. Women in particular benefit widely from the 
use and sale of natural resource products (Kaimowitz 2003) because the collection and sale 
of medicinal plants easily fits within their work schedules and their daily needs (Karki et al. 
2003). Trading in medicinal plants is also a socially acceptable way for women to earn an 
income, particularly in more traditional communities. Thus women have traditionally been the 
mainstay of medicinal plant based activities and micro-enterprises in a number of countries 
in the world (Karki et al. 2003). 
 
Furthermore, medicinal plant collection and trade may constitute a much needed supplement 
to other activities (Hamilton 2004). It is not uncommon to find individuals and households 
turn to trading in natural resources in the absence of any other income generating 
opportunities, particularly after experiencing economic hardship. It thus serves as a function 
for reducing household risk and vulnerability, often helping to prevent households from 
sinking lower into poverty during difficult times (Shackleton 2005). This may evolve into a 
long term or permanent source of livelihood if the conditions that initially forced the individual 
into the trade continue to prevail, or if the trader subsequently chooses to make a living from 
the trade (Shackleton 2005).  
 
However, while the significance of the trade in natural resources for livelihoods of poor and 
marginalised people is recognised, questions have been raised as to whether natural 
resources can play a role in sustaining livelihoods and improving income and thus contribute 
to poverty alleviation (Belcher 2004, Shackleton 2004, Shackleton 2005). 
 
2.4 An overview of the trade in medicinal plants in South Africa 
There are relatively few studies in South Africa that have examined the trade in medicinal 
plants from a livelihoods perspective (Kepe 2002). As in literature elsewhere, much of the 
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early work in South Africa on medicinal plants has been ethnobotanical studies, which gave 
detailed descriptions on the use of plants for medicinal purposes by indigenous communities 
(Cunningham 1985). Research in South Africa has also focussed on sustainable harvesting 
practises (Mander 1997, Dzerefos 2004, Geldenhuys and Mitchell 2006); medicinal plant 
markets (Mander 1998, Dold and Cocks 2002, Botha et al. 2004, Williams 2004, Mander et 
al. 2007, Moeng and Potgieter 2010); bioprospecting (Jäger et al. 2004, Wynberg 2006) and 
biodiversity conservation (Cunningham 1991b, Dold and Cocks 2002).  
 
Research conducted on the informal medicinal plant industry in South Africa has tended to 
focus on the economic value of the trade and the commercialisation and marketing 
processes involved (Table 2.1). Recently researchers and government organisations, such 
as the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry (DWAF), have begun to recognise the 
importance of medicinal plants in the livelihoods of people in South Africa. Where studies 
have been conducted in South Africa focussing on livelihoods, attention has mainly focussed 
on rural livelihoods (Kepe 2007). Furthermore, studies have recognised the need for finding 
a balance between biodiversity conservation on the one hand, and sustaining the livelihoods 
of local people on the other (Cunningham 1991c, Lewu et al . 2007). 
 
The importance of the medicinal plant trade as a livelihood strategy has been recognised in 
South Africa and the trade is now greater than at any other time in the past (Dold and Cocks 
2002, Wiersum et al. 2006). It forms part of a multi-million rand ‘hidden’ economy as much of 
the economic transactions of the medicinal plant trade are unrecorded (Cunningham 1988). 
Increased population growth, rapid urbanisation, unemployment and the important cultural 
value of medicinal plants has stimulated the trade (Cunningham 1991a). In turn, these 
factors have resulted in the commercial exploitation of economically valuable plants by 
harvesters in order to obtain an income (Cunningham 1988).  
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Table 2.1  A summary of selected studies on the South African medicinal plant trade 
Study area Focus of study Research Participants Reference 
Durban 
 
Kwazulu-Natal 
Marketing Traders, gatherers, healers, shop traders, 
wholesalers, indigenous plant patients, clinic 
patients 
Mander (1998) 
 
Cunningham (1998) 
Eastern Cape (Port Elizabeth, King 
William’s Town, Uitenhage, East London, 
Queenstown, Umtata) 
Economic value of the trade Street hawkers, store owners, traditional healers, 
gatherers 
Dold and Cocks (2002) 
Lowveld (Thohoyandou, Sibasa, Giyani, 
Malamulele, Louis Trichardt and 
Phalaborwa (Limpopo); Hazyview and 
Nelspruit (Mpumalanga) 
Mpumalanga 
 
 
 
Market profiles and trade 
 
 
Factors influencing the prices of medicinal 
plants 
 
Trade and marketing of medicinal plants 
Traders, shop owners Botha et al. (2004) 
 
 
Botha et.al. (2007) 
 
Mander (1997) 
Botha (2001) 
Gauteng 
 
 
Johannesburg 
Trade 
 
 
 
Traders 
 
 
 
Dauskardt (1990) 
Williams (1992) 
Williams et al. (1997, 2000, 2001)  
Williams (2004) 
Pondoland Medicinal Plants and Livelihoods Harvesters Kepe (2007) 
Limpopo: Ga-Chuenie, Polokwane, Giyani, 
Tzaneen, Burgersfort, Nebo, Bela-Bela, 
Mokopane 
Role played by muthi shops and street 
vendors in the trade 
Muthi shop owners, vendors Moeng and Potgieter (2011) 
Western Cape: Cape Peninsula 
 
Trade and opportunities for sustainable 
management 
Street and shop traders Loundou (2008) 
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This section describes the trade in medicinal plants in South Africa, by focussing on the 
characteristics of the markets; the key stakeholders in the trade; the marketing of the 
medicinal plants and products; the sources of the medicinal plants supply; and also the 
sustainability of the harvest. Furthermore, the significance of the medicinal plant trade to 
livelihoods in South Africa will be discussed, as well as the policies and institutional support 
of the trade in this country. 
 
2.4.1 Characteristics of the South African medicinal plant market 
In South Africa, the medicinal plant trade operates in both the formal and informal sectors of 
the economy. It involves traditional medicine practitioners, shop owners, mail order vendors, 
pharmaceutical companies, street traders and harvesters (Marshall 1998). However, most of 
the trade in South Africa is conducted in the informal sector (Mander et al. 2007) which 
primarily focuses on crude traditional medicines and herbal remedies, while the more formal 
market focuses on herbal remedies, phytomedicines, cosmoceuticals and nutraceuticals. 
More than 1000 plant species are actively traded in the informal markets, while only about 
50 plant species are traded in the formal markets which tend to focus on exotic plants such 
as Ginseng, St. John’s Wort and Echinea, rather than indigenous plant species. However, 
there has been a greater interest in indigenous plants with herbal remedies such as 
Sutherlandia frutescens (cancerbush) and Hypoxis hemerocallidea (African potato) (Mander 
and Le Breton 2006). 
 
Much of the informal trade in the urban areas in South Africa takes place on the street 
pavements near public transport nodes and in informal markets, within historically black 
residential areas and ‘down-market’ commercial areas (Mander 2004). In general, conditions 
in the informal markets are poor and unhygienic. Surveys conducted in KwaZulu-Natal, 
indicated that most medicinal plant consumers would prefer more hygienic and modern 
facilities at the markets (Mander 1998). In the rural areas on the other hand, the medicinal 
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plant trade occurs at pension pay-out points, farmers or stock markets or during other 
trading events which occur in the region (Mander and Le Breton 2006).  
 
2.4.2 Key stakeholders in the informal medicinal plant trade  
Four key stakeholders have been identified by Cocks (1997) and Mander (1998) in the 
informal medicinal plant trade in South Africa, namely: i) the informal gatherers and traders; 
ii) the traditional medicine practitioners; iii) the owners of traditional medicine stores; and iv) 
the consumers of traditional medicines. Approximately 63 000 harvesters of medicinal plants 
are estimated to be involved in the informal medicinal plants industry in South Africa, as well 
as 3 000 street traders and 68 000 full-time traditional medicine practitioners (Mander et al. 
2007). There are also part-time traditional medicine practitioners and harvesters but their 
exact numbers are not known. Approximately 74% of the people involved in the informal 
medicinal plant trade are estimated to be women; while 80% of these women are rural and 
20% are urban. The remaining 26% of the stakeholders consists of 50% rural men and 50% 
urban men. Interestingly, in a study conducted by Botha (2001) in Limpopo and 
Mpumalanga, men dominated the informal medicinal plant trade. 
 
Most of the street traders and harvesters have a limited education and come from 
impoverished, usually single income households (Botha et al. 2004, Williams 2004). In the 
Eastern Cape, 50% of the people involved in the medicinal plant trade have an education of 
below grade 8 and 62% earn an income of less than R500 per month (Dold and Cocks 
2002). Thus, the key stakeholders in the South African medicinal plants industry are 
predominantly poor, rural women with little formal education.  
 
2.4.3 Marketing of medicinal plants in South Africa 
The medicinal plant marketing chain is simple in the Eastern Cape and it involves a few 
stakeholders (Figure 2). It is also characterised by simple technologies and interactions 
(Cocks et al. 2004) and the trade is conducted mainly on a local level with local people. In 
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contrast to this, the marketing chain in larger urban centres such as in Kwazulu-Natal and 
Gauteng involves a greater number of commercial harvesters who originate from other parts 
of South Africa and even from Lesotho to sell plants at these urban markets (Williams 2004). 
 
  
   Figure 2.  The informal medicinal plants marketing chain in the Eastern Cape (Cocks et al. 
2004) 
 
In the South African informal markets, most of the trade in medicinal plants is in raw 
materials or in semi-processed (chopped or ground) products or it can be sold in the form of 
a dry powder or a wet mixture. Traditional medicine can also be prescribed in the form of 
complex mixtures by traditional medicine practitioners. The packaging of the plants or 
products is mostly in the form of recycled newspaper or recycled bottles. The current 
processing and packaging systems often result in end products that are unhygienic and have 
a limited shelf-life (Institute of Natural Resources 2003). Mander et al. (1999) report that 
consumers in the informal markets are in general dissatisfied with the quality of the products 
traded and that better packaging and the standardisation of the medicinal plant products are 
improvements that need to be made.  
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Medicinal plant products are usually traded in handfuls, bowls, bags and sacks and the 
prices for these products varies greatly in the informal markets (Institute of Natural 
Resources 2003). A wide range of products have the same unit price and many products are 
sold in convenient units such as R2 and R5. There are, however, different prices per 
kilogram for different species. For example, scarce plants such as Siphonochilus aethiopicus 
(wild ginger) are sold in small units (rhizomes) for approximately 20 times more than 
common plants such as Scilla natalensis (wild squill) which are sold in large units (large 
bulbs) (Institute of Natural Resources 2003). Indeed, the prices of medicinal plants have 
been found to increase with an increase in the scarcity of plant species (Williams 1992). 
However, in Mpumalanga and Limpopo, prices were not related to perceptions of the 
availability or scarcity of plant species (Botha 2001), as expected from neo-classical 
economic theory (Lipsey and Chrystal 1995). Thus the plant species with the highest prices 
are not necessarily the scarcest plants in the market (Botha et al. 2004). 
 
2.4.4 Sources of the medicinal plant supply 
The primary source of medicinal plants in South Africa is from wild stocks on state, 
commercial and communal land (Mander 2004). Formerly protected areas such as state 
forests are also being targeted in order to access scarce, high value plants (Department of 
Water Affairs and Forestry 2005). At present only a very small proportion (maximum 50 
tonnes per annum) of medicinal plants are cultivated, while an estimated 20 000 tonnes of 
medicinal plants are harvested from wild stocks (Mander et al. 2007). Currently cultivation is 
mainly focussed on high value plants that are being traded in informal markets (Department 
of Water Affairs and Forestry 2005). However, there are also community groups and 
traditional medicine practitioners who produce medicinal plants in home or community 
gardens for subsistence purposes. The volumes of plants produced are small, however, and 
only meet a small demand for local people (Mander and Le Breton 2006).  
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Medicinal plants are not only procured from local sources, but are also obtained regionally 
and from outside of South Africa. For example in a study conducted by Botha et al. (2004) 
medicinal plants were sourced from Botswana, Mozambique, Malawi, Swaziland and 
Zimbabwe.  
 
2.4.5 Sustainability of the medicinal plant supply and market demand 
Current demand for many plant species in South Africa exceeds supply (Dold and Cocks 
2002). This increased demand in combination with the intensive wild harvesting of 
indigenous plants and the lack of major resource management and plant production 
interventions, has resulted in a scarcity of a number of medicinal plants in South Africa 
(Department of Science and Technology 2005, Mander 2004). For example, a scarce 
species such as Salacia kraussii (leather plum) can achieve prices of up to R4 800 per kg 
(Mander et al. 2007). This scarcity has further been reflected in the increase in travel time of 
harvesters to access plants in the wild. For example, a 48% increase in travel time between 
popular harvesting sites and the traditional medicine market in Durban was reported during 
1990 and 1998 (Mander 1998). Furthermore, the informal trade in medicinal plants has 
accelerated the number of local extinctions of some plant species outside of protected areas 
(Cunningham 1992, Botha 2001, Department of Water Affairs and Forestry 2005), such as 
Warbungia salutaris (pepper bark tree) and Siphonochilus aethiopicus (wild ginger). 
 
The commercial harvesting of medicinal plants to meet the growing urban demand has thus 
become an environmentally destructive activity. Previously, customary conservation 
practices were respected and plant collection times and quantities were regulated. However, 
today the medicinal plant trade in South Africa involves hundreds of often untrained and 
indifferent commercial harvesters (Williams et al. 2000). Large volumes of individual species 
may be harvested. For example, an estimated 25 tonnes of Ocotea bullata (stinkwood) bark 
was harvested in the Eastern Cape in 1997, which could have resulted in the debarking of 
approximately 1600 trees (Mander 1997).  
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Higher market prices for certain scarce, high demand plant species encourages the 
depletion of these resources because of the potentially higher income that harvesters may 
earn through the sale of these plants (Williams 2004). In addition, the low prices paid for 
many species of medicinal plants act as a stimulus for over-collection as harvesters may 
over-harvest in order to obtain a reasonable income (Lewington 1993). However, according 
to Dovie et al. (2002), it is ‘need’ rather than ‘greed’ that causes harvesters to gather as 
many plants as possible in order to maximise their short term income and to support their 
livelihoods. This, however, undermines the sustainable use these resources. Thus 
conditions in the market, such as the increased demand for certain scarce species, can have 
a negative effect on the environment (Bodeker 1997). 
 
The unsustainable harvesting of medicinal plants not only threatens the survival of species, 
but also the people that depend on them for their livelihoods (Van Andel and Havinga 2008). 
Without these resources, traditional medicine practitioners, particularly in rural areas, will no 
longer be self-sufficient and the resource base of commercial harvesters will be lost 
(Cunningham 1998). Furthermore, a lack of access to medicinal plants because of 
indiscriminate and unsustainable harvesting practises would leave poor and marginalised 
people, in particular women and their families, destitute (Dold and Cocks 2002). 
 
Formal and traditional conservation measures in South Africa have largely been 
unsuccessful (Marshall 1999, Dold and Cocks 2002, Cocks et al. 2004). Thus, in response to 
concerns over the overexploitation of medicinal plants, research efforts in South Africa have 
focussed on the stimulation of medicinal plant cultivation (Cunningham 1991a, Jäger and 
van Staden 2000). Furthermore, cultivation is seen as a means to alleviating poverty and to 
promoting a positive attitude towards biodiversity conservation (Wiersum et al. 2006). 
However, there are still a few commercial initiatives for medicinal plant farming in South 
Africa because of limited knowledge of medicinal plant farming technologies and limited 
information on the markets (Mander and Le Breton 2006). 
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2.4.6 Significance of the medicinal plant trade to livelihoods in South Africa 
It is estimated that 20 000 to 30 000 people, either rural harvesters or street market traders, 
in Kwazulu-Natal alone, are dependent on the medicinal plant trade for an income, most of 
whom are women (Mander et al. 2006). Furthermore, it is reported that there are at least  
133 000 households in South Africa that are dependent on the medicinal plant trade for their 
livelihoods (Mander et al. 2007). On average medicinal plant harvesters and street traders 
earn R7 941 per annum, while traditional medicine practitioners earn considerably higher 
incomes of R38 491 per annum (Table 2.2). Indeed, the wealthier traders and traditional 
medicine practitioners appear to benefit the most from the medicinal plant trade as they have 
easier access to cash, facilities and clients (Kepe 2007). 
 
Table 2.2  Average annual income earned by various stakeholders in the South African  
    medicinal plant trade (Mander et al. 2007) 
 
Stakeholders Average annual income (Rands) 
Medicinal plant harvesters 7 941 
Street traders 7 941 
Traditional medicine practitioners 38 491 
 
However, although the economic returns of the medicinal plant trade are low, commercial 
harvesters of medicinal plants often have no other source of income other than that derived 
from the sale of these plants (Cunningham 1991a). Indeed Botha et al. (2004) found that the 
majority (79%) of the informal traders’ households in Mpumalanga had no other source of 
income other than that generated through the sale of medicinal plants. Similarly, for 93% of 
traders in the Faraday market in Johannesburg, the medicinal plant trade was their only 
source of income, other than the pensions received from retired individuals in their 
households (Williams 2004). 
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Although relatively little work in South Africa has specifically disaggregated resource use and 
income data based on socio-economic characteristics, there are clear indications that poorer 
and more isolated communities, as well as households that are less well-off or headed by 
women are often more dependent on the natural resource base (Shackleton and Shackleton 
2006). Indeed, involvement in the trade constitutes an important livelihood option for women 
as medicinal plants are one of the few low-volume and high-value natural resources that can 
be harvested and traded to generate an income (Mander et al. 2007). 
 
Although income from the trade is modest and the work is labour-intensive and strenuous, 
the trade in medicinal plants is one of the few options available to poor and marginalised 
people to generate an income. Finding alternative employment in the formal sector is low as 
many of the harvesters have a low level of education (Cunningham 1991a, Williams 2004). 
Thus people in South Africa, particularly women, are converting previously subsistence 
activities and uses of natural resources into income generating opportunities either on an ad 
hoc or full-time basis because in general, the resources are often freely available; capital 
costs are minimal and the barriers to trading are low (Shackleton 2005). Medicinal plants 
may also act as a buffer for rural communities against poverty and unemployment during 
cyclic economic depression (Cunningham 1991c).  
 
The harvesting of medicinal plants is often a ‘last resort’ for a number of people (Kepe 2002, 
Williams 2004) and this activity may be abandoned if more attractive opportunities become 
available. This opinion was expressed by several traders in a study conducted in the 
Faraday market in Johannesburg (Williams 2004). This occurs as the medicinal plant trade is 
often characterised by low capital or low skills and the traders often enter markets that are 
oversaturated and that offer low returns for labour (Arnold 1996).  
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2.4.7 Policies and institutional support for the informal medicinal plant industry in 
South Africa  
In South Africa, there is a profusion of legislation that exists relating to the conservation of 
indigenous plant species. In fact, all of the provinces in the country have legislation that 
deals with the use of indigenous plants. There is also legislation that exists to protect plants 
and plant communities which includes the National Forest Act [No. 84 of 1998], the new 
Biodiversity Act [No. 10 of 2004] and CITES (Convention on the Trade in Endangered 
Species of Wild Fauna and Flora). Other than being protected by national or local laws and 
policies or national conventions, medicinal plants are also protected by self-regulation by the 
users of these plants (Diederichs et al. 2006). 
 
Indeed, past pressures against the medicinal trade included anti-hawking legislation, 
pressure from pharmaceutical companies as well as conservation legislation (Cunningham 
1992). However, this may have succeeded in slowing in the growth of the medicinal plant 
sector but it did not suppress it (Dauskardt 1991, Cunningham 1992). Although many 
harvesters constantly run the risk of arrest, fines and even jail because they do not have the 
necessary permits to harvest medicinal plants, they take the risk of harvesting the plants 
because they have no other income generating opportunities. Either these harvesters are 
not aware of the legal implications of the trade or they may be aware of the legalities but 
take the risk anyway (Diederichs et al. 2006). Thus the need to earn an income motivates 
many of the harvesters to continue harvesting medicinal plants illegally (Department of 
Water Affairs and Forestry 2005) and the possibility of arrest is “…viewed as an occupational 
hazard rather than a deterrent” (Botha et al. 2004:44). 
 
In South Africa, there has been little support for the marketing of medicinal plants in the 
informal sector (Mander 2004). Indeed, most policy has in fact been designed to limit this 
market and until recently, official attitudes to the informal sector in South Africa have largely 
been negative. In the past, street traders were harassed, persecuted and prosecuted. Those 
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involved in the informal sector were also sometimes perceived as unfair competition to 
businesses in the formal sector.  
 
The informal sector has now been considerably deregulated and the majority of larger South 
African cities now accept and include street hawking in their planning and management. 
There is thus a growing interest by local municipalities to improve the conditions for 
medicinal plant traders. This is mainly driven by the increasing recognition of the importance 
of the trade in the informal economy, for sustaining livelihoods and for providing important 
services in health care (Mander et al. 2007). For example, the eThekwini Municipality in 
Durban has invested in upgrading the street market infrastructure at the Warwick Junction 
Herb Market in the city centre and in Ezimbuzini in Umlazi. In addition, the municipality has 
also invested in promoting commercial plant production at five rural medicinal plant nurseries 
and farms, so as to promote a more sustainable supply of plants into the Durban markets 
(Mander et al. 2007).  
 
However, despite initiatives such as these, there has been very little education, training, 
research and extension with regard to medicinal plant markets. Most of the support from 
government and business for research and development has focussed on bioprospecting 
and pharmacological investigations and there has been limited or no investment in 
developing current markets for medicinal plants (Mander 2004). 
 
2.5 Conclusion 
This chapter has reviewed some of the literature both in South Africa and internationally on 
the current discourses and research trends on the medicinal plant trade in order to define the 
scope of the study. Although a number of studies have documented the extent of the 
medicinal plant trade, the characteristics of the markets; the economic value of the trade; the 
types of households who are involved in the trade and the policy and institutional 
environment in which the trade operates, few studies have examined the trade from a 
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livelihoods perspective. Thus, the sustainable livelihoods approach was briefly outlined in 
this chapter as an important tool for understanding the livelihoods of the poor. The literature 
review was also used to help in formulating the methodological framework of the study, 
which is discussed in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER 3 
METHODOLOGY 
 
3.1 Introduction 
The methodology employed in this study was formulated in order to provide the necessary 
data to assess the contribution of the informal trade in medicinal plants to urban livelihoods. 
This chapter focuses on the methodological approach used in this study which includes the 
research design; the methods of data collection; analysis and interpretation; as well as the 
limitations of the research design. The procedures that were followed in order to ensure that 
the research was conducted in an ethical manner are also included in this chapter.  
 
3.2 Research Design 
A survey of the medicinal plant trade in Nelson Mandela Bay Municipality was conducted by 
making use of stakeholder-specific questionnaires. However, before designing the 
questionnaires, visits were undertaken to the informal markets and selling points where 
medicinal plants are traded in the study area, in order: i) to identify some of the 
characteristics of the informal markets and selling points; ii) to identify who is involved in the 
trade; iii) to establish a rapport and a position of credibility with the traders; iv) to identify 
other locations where the trade takes place in the study area; and v) to inform the potential 
research participants of the research that was to be conducted.  
 
Personal observations were made of the characteristics of the informal markets and informal 
interviews were conducted with the traders and the consumers of medicinal plants. Through 
these conversations, the key actors involved in the informal medicinal plant trade in the 
study area were identified, namely the street traders, the harvesters, the medicinal plant 
practitioners and the consumers. This study, however, focused on the informal traders and 
the harvesters of medicinal plants. 
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During this time, contact with the traders was established so as to develop a rapport and a 
position of credibility with the potential research participants in the study. Building a rapport 
with the traders is regarded as the most critical aspect of a marketplace survey (Martin 
2004). This is especially so in South Africa where much of the informal trade in medicinal 
plants is illegal and unregulated. The researcher thus needed to gain the trust of the traders, 
so as to reduce any fear and suspicion that the traders may have had, as ‘informant 
accuracy’ can vary greatly depending on how the intentions of the researcher are viewed 
(Cunningham 2001). It was important therefore, to engage with the traders in a way that 
allowed them to feel comfortable in providing information and in expressing their feelings and 
opinions (Neumann 2003, Martin 2004) so that they would be provide accurate information. 
This in turn was important for the integrity of the data to be collected. 
 
Furthermore, the traders helped to identify other informal markets and selling points in 
NMBM, where medicinal plant traders could also be found. These locations were verified 
with Cocks (pers comm 2011), who had previously done extensive work in the study area 
(Dold and Cocks 2002), so as to ensure that none of the areas studied in the past were 
omitted from the present research.  
 
These initial visits to the informal markets and the selling points were also an opportunity to 
tell the traders very briefly about the study that would be undertaken. A more in depth 
explanation of the aim and objectives of the research, the methods and the possible 
implications of the research were explained to the research participants at a later stage 
when the actual interviews were conducted (Section 3.5).  
 
The information gathered from the initial visits to the informal markets and selling points was 
thus used in order to gain a baseline understanding of the informal trade in medicinal plants. 
In this section, the following aspects of the research design are discussed, namely: 
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• the personal observations made of the informal markets; 
• the design of the stakeholder-specific questionnaires; and  
• the method used in compiling the inventory of the medicinal plant species traded.  
 
3.2.1 Personal observations of the informal markets 
During each visit to the informal markets or selling points, personal observations were made 
of the characteristics of these places. This included noting the following aspects of the 
markets or selling points: 
• the location of each of the informal markets and selling points where medicinal plants 
were sold;  
• the total number of traders at each informal market or selling point; 
• the number and types of traders selling medicinal plants such as trader-harvesters, 
permanent traders, long distance traders and so forth;  
• where the traders in medicinal plants were distributed within the informal markets or 
selling points; and 
• the range of commodities sold at each stall in the informal market or selling point. 
The above-mentioned observations enabled the researcher to gain a better understanding of 
the environment within which the traders and the harvesters operate.  
 
3.2.2 Design of the questionnaires 
The stakeholder-specific questionnaires, which were adapted from Mander (1998) and Botha 
(2001), took the form of semi-structured interviews as many of the research participants 
were illiterate. Separate questionnaires were designed for the traders and for the harvesters 
of medicinal plants, although it should be noted that many traders were harvesters as well. A 
set of questions was also formulated in order to compile the inventory of the medicinal plant 
species sold at the informal markets or selling points in the study area. In this section, each 
of the aforementioned questionnaires will be discussed in more detail. 
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Trader questionnaire 
The trader questionnaire (Appendix 1a) was designed in order to collect both quantitative 
and qualitative information on: 
• the socio-economic characteristics of the traders and their households;  
• the traders’ rationale for entering the medicinal plant trade, when they entered and 
their previous occupations; 
• the overall perceptions of the traders to the medicinal plant trade;  
• the opportunities and constraints experienced by the traders in pursuing this form of 
trade; 
• the income generated from the trade in medicinal plants and the costs incurred; and 
• the non-financial benefits of the trade. 
Each of the above mentioned points are discussed in more detail below. 
 
A socio-economic profile of the traders was compiled in order to determine who is involved in 
the medicinal plant trade in NMBM. It included information on the gender, age, marital 
status, place of residence, previous occupation and level of education of the traders. 
Furthermore, questions were formulated that pertained to the traders’ households, such as 
the total number of people in each household; the total number of people in each household 
who are employed and the occupations of these household members. It was also important 
to determine who the head of each household was, as research has shown that female-
headed households are considered to be amongst the ‘poorest of the poor’ (Chant 1997). 
Indeed, evidence from South Africa has shown that female-headed households are in fact a 
particularly vulnerable group (Posel 2001). 
 
The questionnaire was also designed to determine the number of years that the traders were 
engaged in the medicinal plant trade and the reasons why the traders entered the trade. It 
was important to establish whether trading in medicinal plants was an activity of that the 
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traders engaged in out of choice or whether they engaged in the trade in times of economic 
hardship or shock. Thus it was important to determine whether the traders would abandon 
the trade if more profitable opportunities arose as was indicated by participants in a study on 
the trade in medicinal plants in Johannesburg (Williams 2004).  
 
Questions were also formulated to determine the amount of time that the traders spent 
selling medicinal plants each day. Furthermore, the questionnaire was designed to establish 
whether the traders only sold medicinal plants and products or whether they diversified and 
sold a range of other commodities. It was also designed to capture information on the 
reasons why the traders sold medicinal plants at a particular location and whether they sold 
plants at any other location and the reasons for doing so. 
 
It was also important to establish what the overall perceptions of the traders were to the 
medicinal plant trade and whether the trade in medicinal plants confers both opportunities 
and constraints on urban livelihoods. Questions were formulated to determine what some of 
the constraints were that traders felt that they faced in pursuing this form of trade as a 
means of generating an income and what opportunities the medicinal plant trade offered 
them.  
 
It was decided to place the questions based on the income earned by the traders at the end 
of the questionnaire as questions relating to income are of a private and sensitive nature 
(Martin 2004). Thus it was felt that the traders would feel more comfortable answering 
questions on their income towards the end of the interview. Furthermore, the costs incurred 
in marketing the plants, such as transportation; hiring assistance; renting a stall; and so 
forth, also had to be established. It was also important to determine in what way the 
participation in the medicinal plant trade actually contributed to the total household cash 
income and the livelihoods of the traders. Thus the total cash income of the traders’ 
households had to be determined. However, determining the total household cash income of 
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the traders is a particularly difficult variable to quantify. Following Shackleton (2005) 
questions were formulated around a range of sources of income that households may draw 
upon such as determining whether the traders received pensions, grants or family donations; 
whether they had formally employed or self-employed members of their households; and 
whether these household members contributed all or some of their earnings to the 
household. This information would provide a way in which to cross-check the actual figures 
given by the respondents and where respondents were unwilling to divulge these figures, 
contributions to household income could then be deduced (Shackleton 2005). 
 
Besides generating an income for the traders’ households, it was important to determine 
what the non-financial benefits of trading in medicinal plants were that helped to improve the 
quality of life of the traders and their families. There are a number of non-financial benefits 
that are associated with the commercialisation of other natural resources that may also be 
applicable to the trade medicinal plants. For example, in a study conducted by Shackleton et 
al. (2007) on the importance of NTFPs on rural livelihoods, it was found that some of the 
non-financial benefits of the trade included being able to make a contribution to the 
household; passing on traditions to younger generations and having pride in supporting 
one’s family in some way.  
 
Harvester questionnaire 
The harvester questionnaire (Appendix 1b) was essentially designed in order to capture 
information on the harvesting of medicinal plants. It included information on: 
• the source of the medicinal plants sold in the informal markets; 
• the methods that are used in order to procure the plants; 
• the quantity and accessibility of the medicinal plants harvested; 
• the frequency of harvesting the plants; 
• the costs involved in procuring the plants; and 
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• the harvesters’ perceptions of the abundance or scarcity of the medicinal plants. 
Each of the aforementioned points is discussed in more detail below. 
 
The harvester questionnaire was designed to determine whether the harvesters obtained the 
medicinal plants locally, regionally or whether the plants originated from outside of South 
Africa. The geographic location of the harvesting sites thus had to be identified and whether 
the harvesters had legal access to these sites. Questions were also formulated to determine 
whether the harvesters gathered plants on state land, communal land or private land and 
whether the plants were collected from wild or cultivated stocks.  
 
The questionnaire was also designed to obtain information on the frequency with which the 
medicinal plants were harvested; the quantity of the plants harvested during each harvesting 
trip. This was important as according to Cunningham (2001) the likelihood of population 
decline and overexploitation occurring, increases with the quantity of plants harvested and 
the intensity and frequency of the harvest. Species harvested at a low frequency and 
intensity are of less concern than species harvested at a high frequency or intensity. The 
decline in the medicinal plant population would in turn have implications for the people 
dependant on these natural resources for their livelihoods. 
 
Questions were also formulated to assess whether the harvesters had had to move to new 
areas to access the medicinal plants and whether they were able to access the medicinal 
plants easily or whether it was difficult. The reasons for having difficulty in accessing the 
medicinal plants had to be established as this would have implications for sustainability of 
the plants as well as for the livelihoods of the people involved in the trade.  
 
Furthermore, in order to assess whether the harvesters perceived the harvesting of 
medicinal plants as sustainable or not, questions were formulated to determine the 
harvesters’ overall impression of the relative abundance or scarcity of the plants. Plant 
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species perceived as popular or scarce had to be nominated by the traders. In addition, 
questions were formulated to ascertain what the harvesters would do if certain plant species 
were no longer found in the wild and what they did in order to ensure the future sustainability 
of the medicinal plant species. 
 
The costs involved in procuring the plants also had to be determined such as the cost of 
transportation; obtaining a harvesting permit; hiring assistance to harvest the plants and so 
forth. 
 
3.2.3 Inventory of the medicinal plant traders’ stock  
An inventory of the medicinal plant species sold at the informal markets in the study area 
was compiled by means of a questionnaire (Appendix 1c), as no economic study of natural 
resources can be complete without a detailed survey of the plants sold in the local 
marketplaces (Martin 2004). The questionnaire was essentially designed to document: 
• the number and range of the medicinal plant species sold; 
• the plant parts sold; 
• the plants which the traders perceived as being popular or scarce; and 
• the prices of the plants per local unit. 
 
The number of different medicinal plant species which the traders had on display at each of 
their stalls’ had to be determined as well as the range of plant species sold, so as to identify 
the plant species most frequently encountered in the markets. This in turn would help to 
identify whether traders had any plants on display that were considered to be of a high 
value, which would thus fetch high prices in the markets. Furthermore, the level of consumer 
demand for particular medicinal plant species had to be established. In other words, the 
medicinal plants which the traders perceived as being popular had to be identified. This was 
important as plant species in low demand are of less concern than species that are in high 
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demand (Cunningham 2001). In addition, the plants which the traders considered to be 
scarce or difficult to obtain had to be identified.  
 
It was important to classify the plant material into different plant parts such as whole plants, 
bark, bulbs and so forth as plant species where bark and roots are in high demand are of 
great concern as it is an indication that the plants are destructively harvested (Cunningham 
2001). According to Mander (2004), the plant parts harvested together with high levels of 
demand in South Africa, are important factors which are fuelling the scarcity of certain 
medicinal plant species. This in turn has implications for the sustainability of the medicinal 
plants industry as well as the livelihoods of the people involved in the trade, as it would result 
in reduced incomes for the traders.  
 
In addition, the plant inventory was used to calculate the value of the traders’ stock. It was 
thus necessary to quantify the amount of each plant species which each of the traders had in 
stock and the price of these plants per local unit. The price of the various plant species is 
also important as it reflects the supply of the plants in relation to demand (Cunningham 
2001). In other words, the most expensive plants are likely to be the ones which are in 
greatest demand or are scarce in the markets. Furthermore, the price of the medicinal plants 
is important for assessing the economic returns for the traders. 
 
Questions were also formulated to determine what the traders did with the medicinal plants 
that they were not able to sell and whether they discarded of any of the plants. This was 
done in order to determine whether any wastage of the plants took place. 
 
It was also necessary to determine whether the traders harvested the medicinal plants that 
they had on display themselves or whether they purchased the plants from the harvesters or 
from markets elsewhere; or whether they engaged in a combination of both buying and 
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harvesting. If the traders harvested the plants themselves, they were asked to participate in 
the harvesters’ survey at a later stage. 
 
In the following section, the methods that were used to conduct the various surveys using 
the questionnaires described above, will be discussed. 
 
3.3 Fieldwork process 
Once the questionnaires were designed, the fieldwork process took place in a number of 
stages. This included: 
• conducting a pilot test of the questionnaires;  
• making observations about the informal markets and the selling points of medicinal 
plants; 
• interviewing the traders and the harvesters; and  
• compiling the inventories of the medicinal plant species sold at the informal markets.  
 
Prior to the commencement of the fieldwork, a research assistant who was fluent in both 
English and isiXhosa (the local language spoken by the traders and the harvesters), was 
identified and trained on how to conduct the interviews. The questionnaires were discussed 
with the assistant so that the meanings of all the questions were clear and unambiguous and 
then a pilot test of the questionnaires was conducted, which is discussed in the following 
section.  
 
3.3.1 Pilot test of the questionnaires  
A pilot test of the questionnaires was undertaken with five of the informal traders in two 
different locations, to test the effectiveness of the questions and to explore the 
interpretations of the questions by the respondents. This was important as it enabled the 
researcher to establish whether the intended meaning of the questions was clear, so as to 
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yield valid and reliable data (Neumann 2003). The pilot test also enabled the researcher to 
make the necessary revisions to the questionnaires before the surveys were conducted.  
 
3.3.2 Sampling procedure 
The research participants selected for this study were the traders selling in the informal 
markets and on the street pavements along important transportation routes or at taxi ranks. 
These traders are regarded as part of the informal economy, while the medicinal plant 
traders operating from fixed premises are regarded as operating closer to the ‘formal’ end of 
the economy and as such were not included in this study.  
 
The traders guided the researcher to other stakeholders in the medicinal plant trade and 
they in turn identified others involved in the trade and so forth. This method is referred to as 
‘snowball’ sampling (Neumann 2003). Enquiries were made about the location of the 
informal medicinal plant traders and harvesters until it yielded no other potential research 
participants. Thus the researcher attempted to identify all of the informal traders who 
operated in the study area. However, it should be noted that the informal medicinal plant 
trade is very transient in nature and thus there may have been other informal traders 
operating in the area. 
 
3.3.3 Interview procedure 
The interviews were conducted in the local language, isiXhosa, and with the help of the 
research assistant who acted as an interpreter; all of the data was collected by the 
researcher. This was so as to enrich the questionnaire with any other relevant issues that 
may have arisen during the interviews. It was also an opportunity to clarify any ambiguous or 
incomplete answers given by the respondents (Neumann 2003) and to further probe some of 
the information that was more difficult to obtain (Shackleton 2005), such as the total 
household income and the number of plants sold by the traders. Often careful probing and 
discussion was required to affirm figures provided by the traders. 
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It was usually not possible to collect all of the data in one visit to the markets as the 
interviews were time-consuming. A maximum of one hour was spent with each research 
participant in one sitting, as other researchers have found that this is the maximum amount 
of time that participants are willing to spend in answering questions (Cunningham 2001). 
 
The presence of the researcher and the research assistant did not appear to influence the 
number of people who approached the traders’ stalls. However, it was important not to 
disrupt any potential sales transactions. Thus, the researcher was mindful of not engaging 
the traders in the interview when customers approached the traders’ stalls. 
 
The visits to the markets and the selling points were also timed in such a way as to capture 
as many of the traders as possible who operated in a specific location. For example, it was 
established that many of the traders only start operating later in the morning particularly 
when it is cold. This was also the time of day during which more customers were 
encountered in the informal markets. The interviews therefore were usually conducted 
between 9:00 and 14:00 on a particular day. 
 
3.3.4 Compiling the inventory of the medicinal plant traders’ stock  
The inventory of the medicinal plants and plant products displayed at each of the traders’ 
stalls was carried out during a separate interview. In other words, once the trader survey had 
been completed, the researcher returned on another occasion to compile the plant 
inventories. This was done as it was important not to engage the traders for a very long time 
in a single interview (Section 3.3.3). In addition, recording the prices of the medicinal plants 
at an early stage before the trust of the traders had been established; creates suspicion 
(Cunningham 2001). It should also be noted that the medicinal plants which the traders may 
have had in storage were not taken into account in the inventory as these plants were not 
kept on site.  
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The medicinal plants were identified by their vernacular names by the traders. Where it was 
not possible to positively identify species first hand, the herbarium at the Nelson Mandela 
Metropolitan University and the ethnobotanic lists that were drawn up by other researchers 
(Dold and Cocks 1999, Dold and Cocks 2002, Van Wyk and Gericke 2007, Van Wyk et al. 
2009) were consulted. 
 
3.4 Limitations of the research design 
A number of the key variables measured in this study were difficult to obtain. For example, 
calculating the quantity of medicinal plants harvested or the quantity of plants sold, were not 
based on direct measurement but rather on the recall and estimations of the respondents’. 
According to Martin (2004), such data is never entirely accurate and it is dependent on the 
cooperation, honesty and recall ability of the respondents. However, inaccuracies were 
limited by breaking down questions into smaller, more meaningful and easily recalled parts 
(Shackleton 2005). For example, instead of asking respondents how many plants they 
collected within a year, it was better to ask how often they collected plants (i.e. once a 
month; once a week, etcetera), how much is harvested during each trip and the duration of 
the harvesting season (Martin 2004). From this data, the total quantity of plants harvested in 
within a particular season could then be calculated. 
 
Information on income is extremely difficult to obtain. This is because this information is of a 
sensitive and private nature and may result in inaccurate responses (Martin 2004). Following 
Shackleton (2005), this was overcome to a certain degree by indirect questioning around the 
range of sources of income that households draw on in order to estimate the total household 
income of the traders. For example, traders were asked whether their households received 
any pensions or any social welfare grants, which are all fixed amounts obtained per month, 
and whether there were any members in their households who were formally employed or 
self-employed (Shackleton 2005). Traders were also asked whether these household 
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members contributed all or some of their income to the total household income. This 
information was then used to crosscheck the actual amounts that were given. 
 
In addition, the income derived from the trade in medicinal plants was also difficult to obtain 
as the traders do not keep any records of their sales transactions and their earnings are 
often spent soon after it is received. As this was a once-off survey and the fact that trading 
varied from day-to-day, week-to-week and month to month, furthermore made the data on 
income difficult to obtain. According to Martin (2004), truly accurate data will only be 
obtained if sales are monitored over a pre-determined period of time. It is for this reason that 
some researchers such as Townson (1995) prefer not to measure income at all. However, 
data on income is essential for studying livelihoods and was thus included in this study.  
 
3.5 Ethical considerations 
Ethical approval for the research was granted by the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan 
University’s Research Ethics Committee (Human) before the fieldwork was undertaken. The 
purpose, methods and the implications of the research was explained to each potential 
participant in the study prior to the commencement of the interviews (Appendix 2). The 
procedure for the interviews was also explained to the research participants, as well as the 
types of questions that were to be asked during the interviews. This was important so that 
the traders and the harvesters were able to give their informed consent with regards to 
participating in the study. The potential respondents were also informed that participation in 
the study was voluntary and that they could withdraw from answering any questions at any 
stage of the interview process and that if they could refrain from answering any question if 
they felt uncomfortable in doing so. 
 
Furthermore, in order to protect the identity of the research participants and thus ensure 
anonymity, their full names were not recorded. They were also assured that their identities 
would not be revealed in any discussion, description or publication. This was particularly 
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important in this study as much of the informal trade in medicinal plants in South Africa is of 
an illicit nature. For example, the harvesters may not have the necessary permits to collect 
the plants that they sold and thus they faced possible prosecution by the authorities. It was 
also important to inform the respondents that the confidentiality of the data supplied by them 
would be maintained. This in turn also meant that the respondents would be more likely to 
reveal the necessary information (Neumann 2003). The permission to be interviewed by the 
researcher was then obtained verbally from the traders. 
 
3.6 Data analysis and interpretation  
The study yielded both quantitative and qualitative data. In this section, the procedures that 
were used to analyse and interpret the data collected will be discussed. 
 
The quantitative data collected was captured on Microsoft Excel spreadsheets and basic 
descriptive statistics and frequencies were used to summarise the data. Most of the data 
was recorded in binary format, for example, whether the traders harvested medicinal plants 
or not. This was expressed as a percentage of the total number of traders. Percentages and 
larger numbers were rounded off to the nearest whole number for ease of reporting the data. 
However, rounding off of the percentages sometimes resulted in the total percentages not 
adding up to 100%.  
 
Statistical analyses were conducted using Statistica software and the statistical tests that 
were employed were limited due the small sample size. Correlation tests were performed to 
test the relationship between a number of the variables.  
 
Qualitative data obtained from the responses to the open-ended questions were coded 
according to the predominant responses (Neumann 2000). This coding process was used to 
organise and label the data into meaningful parts so as to interpret the data and to draw out 
the meaningful themes (Bui 2009). 
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The results of the study were displayed mainly by means of tables and graphs. 
 
3.7 Conclusion 
In this chapter, the methods that were employed in conducting the study were described by 
referring to the research design, the data collection methods and how the data was analysed 
and interpreted. The limitations inherent in the design of the research were also discussed 
as well as the procedures that were important in ensuring that the research was conducted 
in an ethical manner. The results of the study are presented in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER 4 
RESEARCH FINDINGS 
 
4.1 Introduction 
The informal trade in medicinal plants is a livelihood strategy that is increasingly being taken 
up by people in order to generate an income. In this chapter a case study of the informal 
trade in medicinal plants in the Nelson Mandela Bay Municipality (NMBM) is presented in 
which the contribution of the trade to the livelihoods of informal street traders is discussed. 
The findings of the study are discussed by referring to: i) the characteristics of the informal 
markets; ii) the socio-economic characteristics of the traders and their households; iii) the 
procurement of medicinal plant species; iv) the medicinal plant species traded; v) the 
marketing of the medicinal plants; vi) the traders’ involvement in the medicinal plant industry; 
and vii) the contribution of the trade to livelihoods. 
 
4.2 Characteristics of the informal medicinal plant markets 
The informal trade in medicinal plants in the NMBM takes place in ‘downmarket’ commercial 
areas and in residential areas in historically black townships. In this section, the 
characteristics of these informal markets will be discussed by referring to: i) the location of 
the markets; ii) the key stakeholders in the trade; iii) the conditions under which the traders 
operate in the markets and iv) the range of commodities on sale in these markets. 
 
4.2.1 Location of the informal medicinal plant markets 
The informal medicinal plant traders operate in markets that are mainly concentrated in five 
localities in the NMBM, namely in Korsten, a commercial area; and the residential areas of 
Kwazakhele, West End and Motherwell in Port Elizabeth. In Uitenhage, the traders operate 
in the central business district. No medicinal plant traders were found to be operating in 
Despatch (Figure 4.1). 
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     Figure 4.1  Location of the informal medicinal plant markets in Nelson Mandela Bay 
           Municipality 
 
4.2.2 Key stakeholders in the informal medicinal plant trade 
The key stakeholders in the informal medicinal plant trade in the NMBM are the informal 
traders and the harvesters, the informal traditional medicine practitioners and the 
consumers. A total of 31 informal traders were found to be operating in the study area, 
although only 30 traders participated in the research. These informal traders were 
permanent street traders who lived within NMBM and 21 of these traders also harvested the 
medicinal plants which they sold themselves. 
 
Twenty-six traders were interviewed in Port Elizabeth, while five traders were interviewed in 
Uitenhage (Table 4.1). In Kwazakhele, approximately 10 traders operated along important 
transportation nodes, with six of these traders operating near a taxi rank. Three of the 
traders in Kwazakhele sold plants close to a shopping centre in the area. Only two traders 
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appeared to be operating in Motherwell and their stalls were set up near a taxi rank in the 
area. In Korsten, approximately eight traders were identified, although only seven traders 
participated in the research. These traders operated close to a taxi rank and on pavements 
outside retail shops. In West End, the six traders operating in the area were clustered 
together in an open space within a shopping area. In Uitenhage, three traders sold their 
plant products outside the shops in a shopping mall, while two other traders operated on the 
pavement along a busy road in the central business district.  
 
Table 4.1  Number of medicinal plant traders interviewed at various informal markets 
City / Town Area Total % 
Port Elizabeth Kwazakhele 10 33 
 Korsten 7 23 
 Motherwell 2 7 
 West End 6 20 
Uitenhage Uitenhage Central 5 17 
 
Commercial medicinal plant harvesters were said to operate on foot in the markets, selling 
their plants to the informal street traders rather than to the public themselves. However, 
despite numerous visits to the markets at different times of the day, these ambulatory 
harvesters proved to be elusive. 
 
The consumers of medicinal plants were mainly members of the general public who bought 
plants for self-medication. Some of the traditional medicine practitioners also bought plants 
from the street traders and then resold these plants to their patients. A large trading stall 
operated in Daku Road, Kwazakhele, which served not only as an outlet for the general 
public, but it was also a place where smaller scale informal traders and traditional medicine 
practitioners could purchase plants. 
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4.2.3 Conditions in the informal markets 
There was very little infrastructure in the informal markets and conditions were often 
unhygienic and poor. Most of the traders (87%) operated in the open, with very little or no 
protection from the sun, wind or rain (Figure 4.2), while only 13% of the traders operated 
from semi-permanent wooden structures. 
 
 
Figure 4.2  An informal medicinal plant stall on a street pavement 
 
The majority of the traders (97%) did not have their own storage facilities for their medicinal 
plant stocks. Instead plant material was stored for small fee at nearby residents’ homes or in 
the outbuildings of surrounding shops. Only one of the traders had a room in a dilapidated 
building for storing her plants, close to the place where she traded. 
 
4.2.4 Range of commodities on sale 
Most of the traders sold medicinal plants in informal markets which offer a range of other 
goods for sale. The central business district in Uitenhage and the informal street market in 
Korsten offered the most diversity in terms of the types of goods on sale. For example, in 
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Korsten, consumers could purchase cooked food, fruit and vegetables, household goods, 
clothing, cosmetics, inexpensive costume jewellery and medicinal plants. In Kwazakhele, 
most of the medicinal plant traders sold their products amongst traders who sold uncooked 
chickens to the general public. In Motherwell and West End, mainly fruit and vegetables 
were sold by the other informal traders. 
 
4.3 Socio-economic profile of the traders and their households 
The socio-economic characteristics of the traders will be discussed in this section, such as 
the age, gender, marital status, level of education, place of residence and previous 
occupation of the traders. In addition, the characteristics of the traders’ households will be 
discussed such as the head of the household; the sources of income of the households; the 
number of people employed in each of the households and the occupations of these 
individuals.  
 
4.3.1 Profile of the medicinal plant traders 
The majority of the traders (67%) were female, while 33% were male (Table 4.2). The 
average age of the traders was 52 years. However, the ages of the traders varied greatly 
from 28 years to 73 years. The males tended to be younger than the females and 70% of the 
males were younger than 50 years of age. The majority of the females (85%) on the other 
hand, were older than 50 years of age. Most of the traders (80%) were aged between 40 and 
69 years of age. Only 13% were younger than 40 years, while 7% were 70 years and older 
(Table 4.2). 
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Table 4.2  Profile of the traders  
Characteristic Class No. of traders (n=30) %* 
Gender Male 10 33 
 Female 20 67 
Age ≤ 29 years 1 3 
 30-39 years 3 10 
 40-49 years 6 20 
 50-59 years 12 40 
 60-69 years 6 20 
 ≥ 70 years 2 7 
Marital status Not married 15 50 
 Married 7 23 
 Divorced 1 3 
 Widowed 7 23 
Education None 4 13 
 Primary 19 63 
 Secondary 7 23 
 Tertiary 0 0 
 
* Note: Due to rounding off, the column total may not add up to 100%. 
 
Half of the traders were not married, while 23% were married. A further 23% were widowed 
and only one trader was divorced (Table 4.2). Fifty per cent of the traders were single 
women who were either unmarried or widowed. Only 25% of the women were married. None 
of the women were divorced. The majority of the males were unmarried (60%) and only 20% 
were married. One male was widowed and another was divorced. 
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The level of education of most of the traders was low, with the majority of the traders (63%) 
having a primary school education. Approximately 13% of the traders had no formal 
education (Table 4.2). Only 23% had attended high school and 10% of these traders had 
completed Grade 12. One trader had completed her first year at university but had 
abandoned her studies in order to help her elderly mother sell medicinal plants. 
 
All of the traders reside in the historically black townships of Nelson Mandela Bay 
Municipality (Table 4.3). However, only four of the traders (13%) operated in the area in 
which they lived. The majority of the traders (87%) lived between 5 kilometres to 20 
kilometres from the markets where they sold their plants. Some of the traders walked to the 
markets each day while others used public transport, such as buses and taxis. One of the 
traders employed a driver to transport her and her mother to their selling point each day as 
she did not have a driver’s license.  
  
55 
 
Table 4.3  Areas where the traders reside and the location of their selling point 
PLACE OF 
RESIDENCE 
SELLING POINT 
TOTAL % Kwazakhele Korsten Motherwell 
U’hage 
CBD 
West 
End 
Booysens Park 1 0 0 0 0 1 3 
Khayalitsha 0 0 0 1 0 1 3 
Kleinskool 0 0 0 0 2 2 7 
KwaLanga 0 0 0 1 0 1 3 
KwaNoxolo 1 0 0 0 2 3 10 
KwaNobuhle 0 0 0 3 0 3 10 
Kwazakhele 3 0 0 0 0 3 10 
Missionvale 0 0 0 0 2 2 7 
Motherwell 2 3 1 0 0 6 20 
New Brighton 0 2 0 0 0 2 7 
Soweto-on-Sea 2 2 1 0 0 5 17 
Veeplaas 1 0 0 0 0 1 3 
TOTAL 10 7 2 5 6 30 100 
 
The majority of the medicinal plant traders (60%) had always worked in the informal sector of 
the economy, while ten per cent of the traders had always earned a living by trading in 
medicinal plants. Some of the traders (37%) had previously engaged in other informal work 
such as being employed as domestic workers and gardeners while 13% had previously 
traded in goods other than medicinal plants. Only 23% of the traders had previously worked 
in the formal sector such as in the motor manufacturing (10%), building (7%), restaurant 
(3%) and transport (3%) industries. A small percentage (17%) of the traders had previously 
been unemployed before entering the medicinal plant trade (Table 4.4). 
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Table 4.4  Previous occupation of the medicinal plant traders  
 Previous occupation No. of traders (n=30) % 
Formal jobs  7 23 
Informal jobs Medicinal plant trader 3 10 
 Informal trader in other goods 4 13 
 Domestic worker 9 30 
 Other  2 7 
Unemployed  5 17 
 
4.3.2 Characteristics of the traders’ households 
More than half of the traders (57%) were from female headed households, while 43% of the 
traders lived in households headed by males (Table 4.5). The average size of the traders’ 
households was five people. Most of the traders (60%) had between four to seven people in 
their households. One of the traders had a very large household of 12 people. Seven per 
cent of the traders lived on their own. 
 
The majority of the traders (67%) were the sole breadwinners in their households, while 33% 
of the traders had one other member of the household who was employed (Table 4.5). Only 
13% of the traders had one household member who was formally employed, while 20% of 
the traders had household members who were informally employed as domestic workers; 
one was a gardener and another was an informal fruit and vegetable trader.  
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Table 4.5  Characteristics of the traders’ households  
Household characteristics Class No. of traders (n=30) % 
Head of the household* Adult male > 60 4 13 
 Adult female > 60 7 23 
 Adult male < 60 9 30 
 Adult female < 60 10 33 
Other sources of hh income Pension 9 30 
 Social grant 10 33 
 Other breadwinners  3 10 
 Family donations 0 0 
 No other source of income 8 27 
Total monthly hh income R501 – R800 1 3 
 R801 – R1 500 6 20 
 R1 501 – R2 500 13 43 
 R2 501 – R3 500 5 17 
 R3 501 – R4 500 2 7 
 R4 501 – R5 500 2 7 
 R7 501 – R8 500 1 3 
 
* Note: Due to rounding off, the column total for this variable does not add up to 100%. 
 
Most of the traders’ (73%) cash income from the medicinal plant trade was augmented by 
pensions and social grants, such as child and disability grants, while only 10% of the traders 
had other breadwinners in their respective households (Table 4.5). It should be noted that, 
although 33% of the traders’ households had one other member of the household who was 
employed, not all of these people contributed to the total cash income of the household. For 
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27% of the traders, the income generated from the medicinal plant trade was their only 
source of income, which meant that these traders did not have any regular source of income. 
 
The total monthly household income was highly variable with incomes ranging from R501 to 
R800 per month (3% of traders) to as high as R7 500 to R8 500 per month (3% of traders) 
(Table 4.5). The average monthly household income was R2 509. However, most of the 
traders’ households (66%) had a total monthly income of below R2 500. Households with 
higher incomes tended to be those that had an income from state pensions. 
 
4.4 Procurement of medicinal plant species 
The medicinal plant traders mainly used two ways in order to procure medicinal plant 
species namely harvesting the plants themselves or buying the plants from local harvesters. 
However, one of the traders also bought plants through a mail order system in Mafikeng, 
Northern Cape, while another trader regularly travelled to Durban, KwaZulu-Natal, to buy 
plants from a large medicinal plant market in the city. None of the traders reported selling 
plant material that was imported from other countries. In this section, the sources of supply 
of the plants harvested by the traders; the quantity of plants harvested and the frequency 
and the cost of harvesting the medicinal plants will be discussed. In addition, the traders’ 
perceptions of the current availability or scarcity of medicinal plant species and the species 
which are in high demand will also be discussed, as well as the sustainability of the 
medicinal plant harvest. 
 
4.4.1  Sources of supply of medicinal plants 
The majority of the traders (70%) mainly harvested the plants that they sold themselves and 
are hereafter referred to as trader-harvesters in this section. Forty per cent of these trader-
harvesters sometimes purchased plants from ambulatory commercial harvesters, who 
walked through the markets selling their goods. Thirty per cent of the medicinal plant traders 
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only bought plants from these ambulatory harvesters and did not harvest any medicinal 
plants themselves (Figure 4.3).  
 
 
Figure 4.3  Percentage of traders who buy and / or collect medicinal plants  
 
All of the trader-harvesters (n=21), collected their medicinal plants from the wild. In other 
words, none of the trader-harvesters gathered plants that had been cultivated. Medicinal 
plants were mainly procured from state land (57% of the traders), although 38% of the 
trader-harvesters reported that they did not know who owned the land on which they 
harvested plants. Twenty-nine per cent of these traders also harvested plants on private 
land, which was often done without the owner’s consent. One of the trader-harvesters 
reported that she had paid the workers on a farm to grant her access to the area. Another 
trader-harvester expressed that ‘the land belonged to all’ and thus he felt entitled to harvest 
medicinal plants on any open piece of land.  
 
Most of the harvested plant material was sourced locally, within a 50 km radius of the study 
area. The trader-harvesters reported that they harvested medicinal plants within 18 different 
areas in the NMBM. Open spaces in Greenbushes (27% of the traders) and Motherwell 
(23% of the traders) were two of the harvesting localities in the NMBM most frequently cited 
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by the trader-harvesters. Fifty-seven per cent of the trader-harvesters also identified 12 other 
localities within the Eastern Cape where medicinal plants were harvested and one trader 
also sourced plants in Plettenberg Bay in the Western Cape (Figure 4.4). One of the trader-
harvesters travelled as far as Durban in Kwazulu-Natal, more than 900 kilometres away from 
their homes, to harvest medicinal plants. Harvesting trips to these more distant locations 
were often combined with social trips to family members who resided close to the harvesting 
sites. Often these trader-harvesters travelled together on these long trips.  
 
     
     Figure 4.4  Locations where traders harvested medicinal plants 
 
4.4.2  Frequency of the harvesting trips  
Most of the trader-harvesters harvested medicinal plants at least once a month, while 29% of 
them harvested plants as frequently as once a week (Table 4.6). However, it should be 
noted that it was difficult to determine the exact frequency with which the plants were 
harvested, as harvesting was usually done on an ad hoc basis. In other words, the trader-
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harvesters reported that they would often go and harvest the medicinal plants whenever they 
ran out of stock. 
 
Table 4.6  Frequency of the harvesting trips  
Frequency No of traders (n=21) % * 
once a week 6 29 
three times a month 1 5 
twice a month 5 24 
once a month 4 19 
once every second month 1 5 
twice a year 3 14 
three times a year 1 5 
 
* Note: Due to rounding off, the column total does not add up to 100%. 
 
The trader-harvesters who harvested medicinal plants often (that is once a week), went to 
locations close to where they lived or where they sold medicinal plants. The trader-
harvesters who harvested plants less frequently (such as only twice or three times a year), 
usually travelled to distant harvesting locations and mostly bought plants from ambulatory 
commercial harvesters.  
 
4.4.3  Quantity of medicinal plants harvested 
The trader-harvesters do not keep any records of the number of plant species that they 
harvest during each trip to the harvesting sites. Thus the numbers which they gave are 
rough estimates and are based on their estimations and recall. The trader-harvesters 
collected on average one and a half 5 kg maize meal sacks of plants per harvesting trip. 
More than half of these trader-harvesters (52%) indicated that they harvested one 5 kg bag 
or less per harvesting trip. Nineteen per cent of the trader-harvesters harvested two or three 
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5 kg bags, while one trader-harvester reported gathering between five to ten 5 kg bags of 
plant material per harvesting trip. There was a tendency for the trader-harvesters who 
harvested large quantities of plants per trip, to do so less frequently than those who gathered 
smaller quantities of plants on a more regular basis, such as once a week. 
 
4.4.4  Costs of procuring medicinal plants 
The main cost incurred by the trader-harvesters for harvesting medicinal plants is the 
transportation costs to and from the harvesting sites. Other costs which some of the trader-
harvesters incurred included the use of assistants and the purchasing of permits to harvest 
the plants. None of traders paid any accommodation costs as they stayed with family or 
friends whenever they travelled to distant harvesting locations. The equipment that trader-
harvesters used to harvest the plants such as knives, spades and hoes were not included in 
the costs as these tools are relatively inexpensive and they do not need to be replaced often. 
In other words, the cost of these tools over their lifespan is considered to be negligible 
(Campbell et al. 1997). 
 
Trader-harvesters usually made use of public transport, such as minibus taxis or buses, to 
travel to the harvesting sites. Transportation costs to various harvesting sites were on 
average R170 per return trip and this amount also included the cost of transporting the bags 
of harvested material. Transportation costs to local harvesting sites ranged from R18 to R40 
per return trip, while trips to other harvesting localities within the Eastern Cape ranged from 
R120 to R600 per return trip to destinations within the former Transkei. A return trip to 
Durban cost traders R900. Although most of the trader-harvesters made use of public 
transport to travel to the harvesting sites, 24% of them indicated that they sometimes walked 
to the harvesting sites in order to save on costs.  
 
The majority of the trader-harvesters (71%) did not hire any extra help to harvest the 
medicinal plants. If help was required, the trader-harvesters usually asked their children or 
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other relatives for assistance. Only six of the trader-harvesters (29%) indicated that they paid 
an assistant to help them harvest the plant material. The payment to the assistants ranged 
from R18 to R50 per day. 
 
None of the trader-harvesters indicated that they paid a fee to private landowners to harvest 
medicinal plants. Only one of the trader-harvesters indicated that she had purchased a 
permit at a cost of R120 in order to harvest medicinal plants on state land in Durban. 
 
As the trader-harvesters kept no records of the medicinal plants which they bought, the total 
cost of the plants which some of the trader-harvesters had purchased, was difficult to 
calculate. Furthermore, the trader-harvesters found it difficult to estimate how much money 
they spent on purchasing medicinal plants as this was not done on a regular basis but rather 
as the need arose. Thus the cost of purchasing medicinal plants was not included in this 
study. 
 
4.4.5  Perceptions of the current availability of plant species 
Only five of the trader-harvesters (24%) felt that it was relatively easy to get access to the 
medicinal plants at the harvesting sites. However, the majority of the trader-harvesters (76%) 
felt that it was not easy to get access to the plants. The most common reasons (56% of the 
trader-harvesters) for this related to the physical difficulty of accessing the plants, such as 
the plants being found in high areas or deep in the bush (Table 4.7). The trader-harvesters 
also reported that the medicinal plants were often difficult to dig out of the ground. Other 
reasons included that the plants were on privately owned or protected land (19% of the 
trader-harvesters); the trader-harvesters did not feel safe going on their own to harvest the 
plants (13% of the trader-harvesters); animals were eating the plants (6% of the trader-
harvesters); and that it was difficult to obtain a permit to collect the plants (6% of the trader-
harvesters). The distance that the trader-harvesters had to travel in order to harvest the 
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plants, was also cited as a factor which made it difficult to access the plants (13% of the 
trader-harvesters).  
 
Table 4.7  Reasons for the difficulty in accessing the plants  
Reasons No. of traders (n=16) % of traders* 
Physically difficult 9 56 
Private / protected land 3 19 
Safety 2 13 
Distance 2 13 
Animals eating plants 1 6 
Permit 1 6 
 
* Note: Multiple responses were given and thus the column total does not add up to 100%. 
 
Most of the trader-harvesters (81%) reported that they had not noticed any change in the 
availability of plant species over the years. Only 19% felt that there had been a change in the 
availability of the plants. However, the majority of the trader-harvesters (90%) indicated that 
there were certain plant species that were difficult to obtain. A total of 25 different plants 
were identified by the trader-harvesters as being difficult to obtain (Table 4.8). The plant 
species most frequently cited by the trader-harvesters as being scarce was Bulbine latifolia 
33% of the trader-harvesters), followed by Agothosma betulina and Hypoxis hemerocallidea 
(24% of the trader-harvesters) respectively. Agothosma betulina and Arctopus echinatus 
were also cited by 19% of the trader-harvesters as being scarce. 
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Table 4.8  List of plants most difficult to obtain according to the trader-harvesters  
No. Vernacular Name Scientific name % of traders (n=21) * 
1 Rooiwortel Bulbine latifolia  33 
2 Boegoe Agothosma betulina 24 
3 Inongwe Hypoxis hemerocallidea 24 
4 Inqatha Asparagus suaveolens 19 
5 Nqonomfe Arctopus echinatus 19 
6 Uchitibunga Rhoicissus tridendata  14 
7 Imphepho Helichrysum odoratissimum  14 
8 Kankerbossie, gansies  Sutherlandia frutescens 14 
9 Utuvishe Kedrotis foetidissima 14 
10 Isilawu Behnia reticulata 10 
11 Umlahleni Curtisia dentata 10 
12 Mountain garlic Tulbaghia sp. 10 
13 Impendulo Rubia petiolaris 5 
14 Inqwaningi Capparis tomentosa 5 
15 Isidumo Ilex mitis 5 
16 Krismistree Chironia baccifera 5 
17 Umaqaqana Bowiea volubilis 5 
18 Umavumbuka Sarcophyte sanguinea 5 
19 Umdlebe Chionanthus foveolatus 5 
20 Ummemezi Cassipourea flanaganii 5 
21 Umkhuhlu Trichilia dregeana 5 
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Table 4.8  (continued) 
No. Vernacular Name Scientific name % of traders (n=21) * 
22 Umhlungu mabele Zanothoxylum capense 5 
23 Skilpad Dioscorea sylvatica  5 
24 Umaphipha Rapanea melanopheos 5 
25 Zimbaba Unidentified species 5 
 
* Note: Multiple responses were given and thus the column total does not add up to 100%. 
 
The majority of the trader-harvesters (81%) reported that they had not moved to new areas 
in order to harvest medicinal plants. Only 19% of the trader-harvesters reported having had 
to move to new areas. The reason for this was that the trader-harvesters were no longer 
allowed to harvest medicinal plants in these areas and thus they feared being prosecuted if 
they were caught trespassing on the land. One of the trader-harvesters mentioned that he 
had to go deeper into the forest in order to collect medicinal plants.  
 
4.4.6  Harvested medicinal plants perceived to be in high demand 
The trader-harvesters identified 24 different plant species which they perceived to be high in 
demand (Table 4.9). The majority of the trader-harvesters (76%) reported that the demand 
was high for Helichrysum odoratissimum, followed by Bulbine latifolia (52% of the trader-
harvesters) and Hypoxis hemerocallidea (38% of the trader-harvesters). A number of the 
medicinal plant species that had been cited by the trader-harvesters as being in high 
demand, such as Bulbine latifolia, Hypoxis hemerocallidea, Asparagus suaveolens and 
Rhoicissus tridendata amongst others, were also listed as difficult to obtain by these 
harvesters. 
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Table 4.9  Plant species perceived to be in high demand by the trader-harvesters  
No. Vernacular Name Scientific name % of traders (n= 21)* 
1 Imphepho Helichrysum odoratissimum 76 
2 Rooiwortel Bulbine latifolia 52 
3 Inongwe Hypoxis hemerocallidea 38 
4 Kankerbossie Sutherlandia frutescens 29 
5 Inqatha Asparagus suaveolens 24 
6 Uchitibunga Rhoicissus tridendata 19 
7 Bitterblare Brachylaena elliptica 14 
8 Chrismistree Chironia baccifera 14 
9 Intelezi Haworthia attenuate; Gasteria bicolor 10 
10 Ooondbossie Conyza scabrida 10 
11 Boegoe Agathosma betulina 5 
12 Impendulo Rubia petiolaris 5 
13 Intsihlo Capparis sepiaria 5 
14 Isilawu Behnia reticulate 5 
15 Izinziniba Lippia javanica 5 
16 Klipdagga Leonitis intermedia 5 
17 Umathunga Asparagus africanus 5 
18 Inceba Polygala serpentaria 5 
19 Indlela mhlope Dianthus thunbergii 5 
20 Iperepes Clausena anisata 5 
21 Platdoring Arctopus echinatus 5 
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Table 4.9  (continued) 
No. Vernacular Name Scientific name % of traders (n= 21)* 
22 Igqitha Monsonia bekeana 5 
23 Utuvishe Kedrostis foeidissima 5 
24 Vicksbossie Vicia sp. 5 
 
* Note: Multiple responses were given and thus the column total does not add up to 100%. 
 
4.4.7  Perceptions of the sustainability of the medicinal plant harvest 
In order to ensure that there were medicinal plants to harvest in the future, most of the 
trader-harvesters (71%) reported that they only harvested the mature plants and did not 
remove any of the young ones. Fourteen per cent of the trader-harvesters also stated that 
they did not remove all of the plants of a particular species from a particular location in the 
wild. Instead the trader-harvesters left some of the plants behind in order to ensure the 
regeneration of the species. The trader-harvesters also indicated that they did not remove 
the root of the plant or the whole plant, in order to ensure that there were plants to harvest 
when they returned. One of the trader-harvesters also reported that he planted seeds in the 
bush so that new plants could grow. 
 
The most common reason which the trader-harvesters gave as to why some of the medicinal 
plant species were scarce was because the plants were no longer found in the study area. 
Other reasons related to the environment, such as the harsh and inaccessible physical 
terrain in which the plants were found. For example, medicinal plants were sometimes 
located on steep hilltops, deep in the bush or high in the trees. One of the trader-harvesters 
also reported that there were fewer plant species available because of housing 
developments in the area. Only two of the trader-harvesters cited reasons that related to the 
sustainability of the harvest. One of these trader-harvesters mentioned that there was an 
increase in the demand for medicinal plants, as more people were buying plants; while the 
69 
 
other trader-harvester reported that there was an increase in the number of harvesters and 
thus some plant species were now scarce. 
 
Thirty-eight per cent of the trader-harvesters reported that they did not know what they would 
do if medicinal plants were no longer found in the wild. One of the trader-harvesters said that 
‘it is my life’ and that he and his family depended on the plants for medication as well. 
Another trader-harvester reported that he had left his job at General Motors because he had 
had a dream about selling medicinal plants. A further 38% of the trader-harvesters indicated 
that they would go to other areas in the Eastern Cape in search of medicinal plants. 
Nineteen per cent of the trader-harvesters said that they would starve and that life would be 
hard, as they would have to depend on family for their survival. Two of the trader-harvesters 
reported that they would sell other products such as handmade shoes and uncooked 
chicken. One of the trader-harvesters held the belief that there would always be plants to 
harvest, while two other trader-harvesters said that they would just simply wait for the plants 
to grow again. Another trader-harvester said that she would pray for more plants to grow. 
 
4.5 Medicinal plant species traded in the informal markets 
A total of 164 plant species were documented for sale in the informal markets in the study 
area (Appendix 3). This total may however be significantly higher as one trader who reported 
that she had more than 250 different species of plants in stock, declined permission to take 
an inventory of her stock. After initially agreeing to compile an inventory of the plants on 
display, the trader became suspicious of the motives of the study and felt that by 
participating in the research, it would in some way get her into trouble with the government. 
Thus 97% of the traders allowed a complete inventory to be taken of the medicinal plant 
species that they had on display at their stalls. 
 
Different languages were used by the traders to identify the medicinal plant species in the 
informal markets in NMBM (Appendix 3). Although most of the plant names that the traders 
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used were in the local language, isiXhosa, some of the traders used Afrikaans names to 
identify plant species, although the traders who used these names were isiXhosa speaking. 
This was particularly evident in West End and to a lesser extent in Korsten where a diverse 
group of consumers frequented the markets. A number of plants were also identified in 
isiZulu and this may be because these plant species were sourced in Kwazulu-Natal. A few 
plant species were also known by their English names in the markets. 
 
Furthermore, the names of some of the plant species were underdifferentiated (Cunningham 
2001). For example two different plant species, Gasteria bicolor and Haworthia attenuate, 
are both known by the generic name, intelezi, in the informal markets. In this study, 
‘ethnospecies’ identification as used by Hanazaki et al. (2000) was used so as to limit the 
effect of mistaken identity. In other words, ‘ethnospecies’ identification takes into 
consideration the common name given to one or several species used during the interviews. 
However, the identity of 24% of the medicinal plant species traded in the study area, which 
were mainly cited only once, could not be confirmed.  
 
In this section, the range of plant species and plant parts traded and the traders’ perceptions 
of the popularity or scarcity of certain plant species will be discussed. 
 
4.5.1 Number and range of plant species traded 
The average number of medicinal plant species that each trader had on display during one 
interview was 28. The highest number of plant species stocked by a single trader was 64, 
while one of the traders traded only in one type of medicinal plant, namely Helichrysum 
odoratissimum (imphepho) as she had only recently decided to sell medicinal plants at her 
food stall. 
 
Most of the traders’ (72%) sold Gasteria bicolor (intelezi), followed by Hypoxis 
hemerocallidea (African potato) and Helichrysum odoratissimum (imphepho), which were on 
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display at 69% and 62% of the traders’ stalls respectively (Appendix 3). Interestingly, 
Helichrysum odoratissimum and Hypoxis hemerocallidea were listed as scarce by the 
traders who harvested plants (Table 4.8), yet these plant species were frequently 
encountered in the markets. 
 
4.5.2  Medicinal plant parts sold 
A variety of plant parts were on sale in the informal markets (Figure 4.5). The plant parts 
most frequently on sale in the informal markets were bunches of leaves and stems, followed 
by bark (22%) and roots (21%) (Figure 4.6). Smaller proportions of bulbs, whole plants, 
tubers, stems and leaves were on display in the markets. Only one fruit species, Solanum 
sodomaeodos (umtuma), was on sale in the informal markets.  
 
 
Figure 4.5  An example of the range of plant parts on sale in the informal markets 
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 Figure 4.6  Percentage of plant parts sold of the total number of plant species  
 
The most frequently encountered plant species in the market harvested for its leaves and 
stems (62% of the traders) was Helichrysum odoratissimum. The bulbs of Albuca sentosa 
(31% of the traders); the rhizomes of Hypoxis hemerocallidea (72% of the traders); the roots 
of Asparagus suaveolens (34% of the traders) and the tubers of Kedrostis foetidissima (34% 
of the traders) were some of the most frequently traded plant parts in the informal markets. 
The bark of Pittisporum viridiflorum and Ptaeroxylon obliquum was on sale at 34% of the 
traders’ stalls. The most frequently encountered whole plant was Gasteria bicolor (72% of 
the traders).  
 
4.5.3 Perceptions of the popularity or scarcity of plant species 
A total of 35 different plant species were identified as popular by the traders (Table 4.10). 
Although this figure includes those plants that the traders regarded as the top 10 most 
frequently sold, the majority of the traders were only able to list on average 4 different 
species as being popular. The reason for this cited by a number of the traders was that 
people buy very little of the other plant species which they had on display and thus only a 
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few of the plant species were popular. Only one of the traders identified 10 different species, 
while another mentioned that none of the plants that she sold were popular as people did not 
buy much of any particular plant species. One of the traders was not willing to divulge which 
plant species he regarded as popular.  
 
Table 4.10  Plants perceived as popular by the traders  
No. Plant name Scientific name % of traders (n=29)* 
1 Imphepho Helichrysum odoratissimum 50 
2 Rooiwortel Bulbine latifolia 47 
3 Inongwe Hypoxis hemerocallidea  32 
4 Iperepes Clausena anisata 25 
5 Bitterblare Braechylaena elliptica 14 
6 Igqitha Monsonia burkeana 14 
7 Intelezi Gasteria bicolor, Haworthia attenuate 14 
8 Christmastree Chironia baccifera 14 
9 Klipdagga Leonotis intermedia 11 
10 Umathunga Eucomis autumnalis 11 
11 Gansies Sutherlandia frutescens 7 
12 Impendulo Rubia petiolaris 7 
13 Intsihlo Capparis sepiaria 7 
14 Isikolipati , olifantsvoet Dioscorea sylvatica 7 
15 Mountain garlic Tulbaghia sp. 7 
16 Platdoring, Nqonovu Arctopus echinatus 7 
17 Oondbossie Conyza scabrida 7 
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Table 4.10  (continued) 
No. Plant name Scientific name % of traders (n=29)* 
18 Uchitibunga Rhoicissus tridendata 7 
19 Yakayaka Bulbine frutescens 7 
20 Boegoe Agothosma betulina 4 
21 Isilawu Behnia reticulata 4 
22 Isikolokhoto Sansevieria hyacinthoides 4 
23 Izinziniba Lippia javavnica 4 
24 Kattekruie Ballota africana 4 
25 Umaphipha Rapanea melanopholeos 4 
26 Umgqeba Brachylaena ilicifolia 4 
27 Umlungu bebhokwe Teucrium trifidum 4 
28 Umaqaqana Bowiea volubis 4 
29 Iinceba Polygala serpentaria 4 
30 Indlela mhlope Dianthus thunbergii 4 
31 Renostertop Elytroppapus rhinocerotis 4 
32 Swartstorm Senna italica 4 
33 Teringbossie Thesium sp. 4 
34 Wilde als Artemisia afra 4 
35 Wynruit Ruta graveolens 4 
 
* Note: Multiple responses were given and thus the column total does not add up to 100%. 
 
The most popular plant species according to the traders were Helichrysum odoratissimum 
(50% of the traders), followed by Bulbine latifolia (47% of the traders), Hypoxis 
hemerocallidea (32% of the traders) and Clausena anisata (25% of the traders). 
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Furthermore, some plant species were reported to be more popular during a particular time 
of year. For example, the traders reported that during winter, Clausena anisata, Artemisia 
afra and Ballota africana were popular, as consumers bought these plants to alleviate 
influenza symptoms. Traders also indicated that medicinal plants used to treat diabetes such 
as Sutherlandia frutescens and Hypoxis hemerocallidea were popular. 
 
The traders identified 26 different plant species as being scarce (Table 4.11). Bulbine latifolia 
was cited by the majority of the traders (31%) as being scarce, followed by Rhoicissus 
tridendata (17% of the traders). These plant species were also perceived by the harvesters 
to be in high demand by the consumers. 
 
Table 4.11  Plants perceived as scarce by the traders  
No. Plant name Scientific name % of traders (n=29)* 
1 Rooiwortel Bulbine latifolia 31 
2 Uchitibunga Rhoicissus tridendata 17 
3 Umaphipha Rapanea melanophloeos 14 
4 Mountain garlic Tulbaghia sp. 14 
5 Mavumbuka Sarcophyte sanguinea 10 
6 Boegoe Agothosma betulina 10 
7 Krismistree Chironia baccifera 10 
8 Uvuma mhlope Synaptolepis kirkii 10 
9 Platdoring, Nqonovu Arctopus echinatus 10 
10 Umathunga Eucomis autumnalis 10 
11 Umlahleni Curtisia dentata 10 
12 Imphepho Helichrysum odoratissimum 3 
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Table 4.11  (continued) 
No. Plant name Scientific name % of traders (n=29)* 
13 Inqwaningi Capparis tomentosa 3 
14 Intelezi Gasteria bicolor 3 
15 Isilawu Behnia reticulata 3 
16 Umfazi onengxolo Hippobromus pauciflorus 3 
17 Umdlebe Chionanthus foveolatus 3 
18 Umkhuhlu Trichilia dregeana 3 
19 Umnonono Strychos henningsii 3 
20 Unozitolane Dianthus thunbergii 3 
21 Skilpad Discorea sylvatica 3 
22 Umthombothi Spirostachys africana 3 
23 Utuvishe Kedrostis foetidissima 3 
24 Umaqaqana Bowiea volubilis 3 
25 Zimbaba Unidentified species 3 
26 Zintlo Unidentified species 3 
 
* Note: Multiple responses were given and thus the column total does not add up to 100%. 
 
However, for most of the traders (93%), the scarcity of certain species of plants related to 
reasons of accessibility rather than overexploitation. The most common reason why the 
traders perceived certain plant species to be scarce, related to the geographic distribution of 
these plant species. In other words, according to the traders, these plants were not found in 
the immediate vicinity of Nelson Mandela Bay Municipality (28% of the traders). For 24% of 
the traders certain plant species were scarce as the plants are now located on privately 
owned land or protected land. Thus the traders had to obtain permission from the private 
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landowners or they had to purchase a permit in order to harvest plants on the protected land. 
For 21% of the traders, the plants were located in areas that were too far from their homes. 
Two of the traders indicated that scarce plant species were often located deep in the bush or 
high on the mountains, thus making it not easily accessible. Only two of the traders indicated 
that plants were scarce because of consumer demand.  
 
Interestingly, one trader expressed that none of the plant species were scarce because if he 
was not able to source the plants from one area, he would go to another area to try and 
source it. Two of the traders reported that they did not know why some of the plant species 
were scarce, while another trader who only bought plants said that the ambulatory 
harvesters often did not bring a lot of plants to sell at the markets. 
 
The majority of the traders (90%) reported that they did not throw away any plants that could 
not be sold. Instead, 14% of the traders reported that they made mixtures out of the plant 
material when it got too dry. Two of the traders indicated that they used the plants for 
themselves and one trader said that she kept the plants around her house in order to “keep 
evil spirits away”. One of the traders stated the drier the plants became, the better they were 
and that the plants did not actually get old. This is similar to a view expressed in a study by 
Botha et al. (2001) where a trader mentioned that the power of certain medicinal plants is 
enhanced, as the plants get older. Another trader also mentioned that they were not 
supposed to throw any plants away.  
 
Only three of the traders (10%) admitted to throwing plants away. One trader said that he 
threw the plants away if it became too dry, while another said that he would discard of the 
plants if they rotted and got mouldy, which often happened if he had too many plants in stock 
that could not be sold. One trader believed that by throwing the plants away, she was 
creating the opportunity for the plants to grow again.  
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4.6 Marketing of medicinal plant species 
The medicinal plant traders made use of simple and inexpensive strategies in order to 
market their plants. In this section, the reasons why the traders chose a particular location to 
market their plants will be discussed, as well as the form in which the medicinal plants are 
sold and the selling prices of these plants. Furthermore, the range of other commodities 
which the traders marketed alongside the medicinal plants, the time the traders spent 
marketing the plants and the costs of marketing the plants will be discussed.  
 
4.6.1 Location of the traders’ stalls 
All of the traders sold medicinal plants at only one particular location. In other words, the 
traders did not operate in any other location other than the one in which they were located in 
the study area. Although the markets were informal and largely unregulated, the traders 
occupied roughly the same space within the market each day. As already mentioned 
(Section 4.3.1), only four of the traders (13%) operated in the areas in which they lived. This 
enabled them to incur valuable savings on transportation costs as they could walk to where 
they sold their medicinal plants. 
 
However, the majority of the traders (87%) chose to trade in locations that were not close to 
their homes (Table 4.3).The most common reason that the traders (79%) cited for selling at 
a particular location, was that many people passed through that particular area. Other 
reasons included that 7% of the traders felt that it was easy to travel to their particular selling 
point, while only one of the traders felt that he was able to get higher prices at his particular 
location than at one closer to his home (Table 4.12). One of the traders also mentioned that 
she traded in an area where people knew that medicinal plants could be purchased. 
Interestingly, one of the traders’ stalls was located outside of a dilapidated building, away 
from the main road and pedestrians. The reason for this was that she did not want the 
medicines to become ‘polluted’.  
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Table 4.12  Reasons for choosing a particular location to sell medicinal plants  
Reason No. of traders (n=30) % * 
Close to home 4 13 
Many people pass through 23 79 
People pay higher prices here 1 3 
Easy to travel to this location 2 7 
No-one bothers me when I trade here 0 0 
Other 10 34 
 
* Note: Multiple responses were given and thus the column total does not add up to 100%. 
 
Two of the traders had sold medicinal plants close to their homes in the past but they 
reported that their businesses were not as profitable there, as the people living in the area 
did not have a lot of money to buy medicinal plants. In Kwazakhele, two of the traders 
indicated that they traded at Njoli Square because of the tourists who often frequented the 
area. In Uitenhage, one trader reported that the area was very accessible from the taxi rank 
and that people had to walk through the mall where he traded in order to go to the central 
business district. In Korsten, one of the traders reported that the area had a diversity of 
people and thus his customers were of different race groups; while another said that this was 
the area where his mother had sold plants before. Two of the traders reported that they sold 
plants in their particular location because they were the only ones who sold plants there. 
 
In most of the informal markets in NMBM, the traders are grouped according to the products 
that they sell. Thus most of the medicinal plant traders tended to be distributed in close 
proximity to one another within the markets, with some traders selling medicinal plants right 
next to each other (Figure 4.7), despite the fact that many of these traders stocked the same 
species of plants. However, a few of the traders were spread quite a distance from each 
other, along important transportation routes. 
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Figure 4.7  Traders selling medicinal plants outside a shopping centre  
 
4.6.2 Form in which medicinal plants are marketed 
Most of the traders displayed their stock on tarpaulins or on cardboard on the street 
pavements or on the ground, while some traders sold their stock from tables constructed 
from wooden pallets. The medicinal plants were sold in the informal markets mainly in their 
natural state; either fresh or dried. Very little processing of the plant material took place. The 
plants may be ground, grated, chopped or mixed with other plant products. Some of the 
traders also sold liquid mixtures which had been made by chopping and grinding various 
medicinal plants. Some of the mixtures such as isifutho were prepared in advance, while 
others were prepared on demand. 
 
The traders made use of recycled materials such as old newspapers and plastic shopping 
packets to display and package the medicinal plants that they sold. Liquid mixtures were 
usually sold in recycled bottles. Other plant parts which were on sale, such as various leaves 
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and stems, roots and rhizomes were bundled together using pieces of plastic shopping bags 
or pieces of rope. 
 
The medicinal plants were usually sold loose, in handfuls or bundled together in bunches. A 
few of the traders also sold plant mixtures in small pre-packed plastic packets. The names of 
the plants or products and the price for each product were not indicated as many of the 
traders sold a wide variety of plant species at the same price. 
 
4.6.3 Market prices of plant species traded and the value of the traders’ stock 
The prices for medicinal plants in the informal markets were highly variable and plants were 
sold in convenient price units of R2, R5 and R10. Plant species were the most expensive in 
Uitenhage, where all but one of the traders sold their plants for R10. As mentioned above, a 
wide range of plants and plant products have the same price in the markets. For example, in 
West End, all of the plants that the traders had on display were on sale for R5. However, two 
of the traders indicated that plant species that were not found in NMBM were more 
expensive to purchase. For example, one of the traders sold a piece of bark of Myrsine 
melanophloeos (umaphipha) for R30 as he reported that this particular plant species was not 
found in the study area. 
 
It was observed that some bargaining does take place in the markets and that consumers 
would negotiate prices particularly if they purchased a variety of plants. One of the traders 
mentioned that he often gave plants to people for free, particularly if they could not afford it 
as what he did was not about making money but rather that it was about helping people to 
get better. 
 
The overall value of the complete stock of goods available at a traders’ stall on a particular 
day ranged from R90 to R4 000. The average value of a traders’ stock of medicinal plants 
and products on a particular day was R1 120. 
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The value of the complete stock of goods of the traders and their income earned per month 
was correlated. The scatterplot (Figure 4.8) shows a moderately strong positive relationship 
between income and stock (r=0.44), which is also statistically significant (p=0.0192). There 
was a tendency for traders who had a higher income to have an inventory of medicinal 
plants that had a high monetary value. However, it should be noted that there were a 
number of traders who did not necessarily have a high income but the value of their stock 
was high. 
 
Fig. 4.8  Scatterplot showing the relationship between the total value of the traders’ stock and  
   income earned 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4.6.4 Range of other products sold by the traders 
Some of the traders also sold other natural substances such as hyrax and elephant excreta, 
known crudely as dassiepis (hyraceum), and “elephant’s shit” or tuvibendlovu respectively in 
the markets. Clay minerals such as red clay or red ochre (imbola) and white clay or kaolin 
(ifutha) were also sold by the traders. In addition, sea-shells, ostrich egg shells and 
porcupine quills were also sold. 
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Some diversification of the business activities also took place in the markets. Some of the 
traders sold a range of other goods other than medicinal plants in order to supplement their 
income. Forty per cent of traders sold other commodities such as clothing and accessories, 
cosmetics, ointments and cooked food. Two of the traders combined their medicinal plant 
business with a shoe repair stall, while another trader also sold fresh fruit from his stall. One 
trader was also a dressmaker and she sold handmade clothes and hats together with 
medicinal plant products (Figure 4.9). 
 
 
Figure 4.9  An example of the range of commodities on sale at a traders’ stall 
 
4.6.5 Time spent selling medicinal plants 
The time traders devoted to selling medicinal plants ranged from 5 hours to 14 hours per 
day. On average traders spent 9 hours per day selling medicinal plants. The majority of the 
traders operated between 8:00 to 17:00 from Mondays to Saturdays. However, operating 
hours differed with the seasons. In summer, the traders operated for longer hours than in 
winter, because the number of daylight hours was longer in summer than in winter. 
84 
 
4.6.6 Costs of marketing medicinal plants 
The cost of informally marketing medicinal plants is low as very little capital investment is 
required. For example, the tools that are required to process the plants, such as knives and 
graters, the traders already had in their possession. Traders also did not buy any material to 
package their plants and plant products as they made use of recycled materials. 
 
The greatest cost incurred by the traders in marketing the plants, was transportation to and 
from the markets each day. On average, the traders spent R15 per day to travel to the 
selling point that is an average of R300 per month. Most of the traders (70%) made use of 
public transport, while 27% walked. One of the traders had her own car and paid a driver  
R1 200 each month to transport her and her mother to their stall. Three of the traders who 
walked, lived in close proximity to the location where they sold medicinal plants. Twenty per 
cent of the traders walked approximately 20 kilometres each day to their selling point so that 
they did not have to spend money on transportation each day.  
 
The majority of the traders (97%) did not pay any fees to operate on the street pavements or 
in the informal markets. Only one of the traders in Uitenhage indicated that he had paid a fee 
of R100 to the local municipality in order to obtain a permit to trade on the pavement in the 
central business district. 
 
Furthermore, most of the traders also did not employ an assistant to help market the plants. 
Only one of the traders, who had a very large inventory of plants, made use of two assistants 
to help her to produce dry and liquid medicinal plant mixtures.  
 
4.7 Traders’ involvement in the medicinal plants industry 
The traders’ involvement in the medicinal plants industry will be discussed in this section, by 
referring to the number of years that the traders were involved in the selling medicinal plants, 
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the reasons that the traders engage in the medicinal plant trade and the traders’ perceptions 
of what would help to improve their businesses. 
 
4.7.1 Number of years involved in the trade 
The majority of the traders (67%) had been engaged in the medicinal plant trade for more 
than ten years (Table 4.13). A number of the traders (20%) had been selling plants for more 
than 30 years. Only one of the traders had recently entered the trade, having spent less than 
one year selling medicinal plants. 
 
Table 4.13  Number of years in the trade  
Number of years in the trade No. of traders (n=30) % 
<1 year 1 3 
1-4 years 4 13 
5-9 years 5 17 
10-14 years 6 20 
15-19 years 3 10 
20-24 years 3 10 
25-29 years 2 7 
≥ 30 years 6 20 
 
4.7.2 Reasons for entering the trade 
The traders gave a variety of reasons why they had decided to engage in the medicinal plant 
trade. These reasons are summarised in Table 4.14. A number of the traders (17%) sold 
medicinal plants because it was something that they knew how to do and had learnt from 
other family members. Thirteen per cent of the traders believed that what they did was a 
calling from their ancestors. For 17% of the traders, selling medicinal plants was a means of 
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survival for themselves and for their families. A small percentage of the traders (10%) had 
decided to become involved in the trade after becoming unemployed. 
 
Table 4.14  Rationale for entering the medicinal plant trade  
Rationale No. of traders (n=30) % * 
‘What I know” 5 17 
Following in my mother’s footsteps 5 17 
Feed my family 5 17 
Want to help people 4 13 
Calling from ancestors 4 13 
Lost my job 3 10 
Want to be self-employed 2 7 
People pay cash for plants 2 7 
Previous business was not profitable 2 7 
 
* Note: Multiple responses were given and thus the column total does not add up to 100%. 
 
4.7.3  Perceptions of what would help to improve the traders’ business  
Only 7% of the traders felt that they would like more information on how to run a business 
more effectively (Table 4.15). Only one trader wanted to belong to a traders’ organisation as 
she felt that she wanted to work together with other traders. One of the traders commented 
that there was a lot of jealousy amongst the traders and thus she felt that a traders’ 
organisation would not help her business. 
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Table 4.15  Perceptions of what would help to improve the traders’ business  
What would help improve business No. of traders (n=30) % * 
More information on running a business 2 7 
Traders’ organisation 1 3 
Easier access to credit 2 7 
Other 27 90 
 
* Note: Multiple responses were given and thus the column total does not add up to 100%. 
 
The majority of the traders (90%) had other ideas as to what would help to improve their 
business. Fifty three per cent of the traders felt that some form of shelter such a large steel 
container which would protect them from the harsh weather. Some of the traders also 
indicated that the container would also serve as a place where they could store their 
medicinal plant stocks.  
 
4.8 Contribution of the medicinal plant trade to livelihoods 
In this section, the contribution of the medicinal plant trade to the livelihoods of the traders 
will be discussed by referring to the income derived from the trade and its contribution to the 
total household income of the traders. In addition, the traders’ own perceptions of the 
importance of the trade to their livelihoods will be discussed as well as the non-financial 
benefits of the trade. 
 
4.8.1 Income derived from the trade in medicinal plants 
The income generated from the trade in medicinal plants varied greatly between traders and 
ranged from as little as R480 per month to as much as R7 200 per month. Forty per cent of 
the traders earned less than R1 000 per month, while 20% earned between R1 000 and  
R1 999 and 17% earned between R1 500 and R1 999. A further 17% of the traders had an 
income of R2 000 to R2 499 per month. Some of the traders (13%) earned incomes of more 
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than R3 000 per month (Figure 4.10). The average income of an informal medicinal plant 
trader was R1 813 per month. The income from the trade was also irregular and varied from 
day to day, with some traders reporting occasions when they did not earn any money at all, 
despite spending the whole day at their stalls. 
 
 
Figure 4.10  Total monthly income from the trade in medicinal plants  
 
4.8.2 Contribution of the medicinal plant trade to total household income 
For 27% of the traders, the trade in medicinal plants was their only source of income and 
thus contributed 100% to the total household income of the traders. For 71% of the traders, 
the income from the medicinal plant trade formed more than 50% of the total household 
income (Figure 4.11). In the case of the traders who had more than one source of income, 
the trade contributed on average 64% of the total household income. There were no 
households where medicinal plant sales contributed to less than 25% of the total monthly 
cash income. 
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 Figure 4.11  Percentage contribution of the medicinal plant trade to total household income  
 
The proportional contribution of the income from the medicinal plant trade to the total 
household cash income of the traders was significantly higher for poorer households. 
 
4.8.3 Perceptions of the importance of the trade to livelihoods 
For the majority of the traders (60%) the income generated from the medicinal plant was 
their most important source of income (Table 4.16). Government pensions and grants were 
regarded by 20% of the traders as their most important income stream. For 10% of the 
traders, both the trade in medicinal plants and pensions were regarded as important. A 
further 10% of the traders regarded the trade in other goods as their most important source 
of income. 
 
The income from the trade also supplemented the traders’ income from their pensions. A 
number of the traders (13%) stated that they did not want to rely solely on their pensions for 
an income. Indeed some traders mentioned that by trading in medicinal plants, they were 
assured of having at least some sort of income for food and electricity throughout the month. 
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Table 4.16  Most important source of income for the traders  
Most important source of income No. of traders (n=30) % 
Medicinal plant trade 18 60 
Pension 4 13 
Grant 2 7 
Both trade and pensions 3 10 
Trade in other goods 3 10 
 
The majority of the traders (60%) preferred to remain in the medicinal plant industry rather 
than to pursue other income-generating opportunities. For 23% of the traders, their 
involvement in the trade was out of choice, because either their ancestors had told them to 
do this or their mother had also sold medicinal plants. One of the traders mentioned that this 
was what she wanted to do. Two of the Rastafarian traders mentioned that selling medicinal 
plants was a ‘way of life’ for them. Other common reasons that the traders gave for 
remaining in the medicinal plant trade was that they were too elderly (10%) or too sickly and 
physically unfit to perform another job (14%). The traders also felt that they did not know 
how do to do anything else (10%) other than harvesting and selling medicinal plants. 
 
Forty per cent of the traders reported that they would prefer an alternative source of income. 
A more regular income, where they knew how much money they would receive at the end of 
the month, was one of the reasons why 23% of the traders would prefer another type of 
employment. Two of the traders (7%) wanted to earn more money and to study further. One 
of the traders wanted to pursue another form of business which he had previously started 
but he did have sufficient capital to sustain it. Another trader wanted to establish a large 
medicinal plant outlet in order to sell a wider range of plants. He also wanted to source the 
plants from other provinces himself rather than purchase the stock from a middleman. 
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4.8.4 Non-financial benefits of the medicinal plant trade 
Besides deriving an income from selling medicinal plants, the traders also cited a number of 
non-financial benefits of the trade (Table 4.17). They felt that they were able to help their 
families (33%), not only to survive but also to further their studies. Twenty-three per cent of 
the traders felt a sense of satisfaction in that they were able to help members of the 
community who were sick and suffering from various ailments. One trader described this as 
being ‘spiritually elevating’. Some of the traders also felt that they were pleasing their 
ancestors by participating in the medicinal plant trade. 
 
Table 4.17  Non-financial benefits of the trade  
Non-financial benefits of the trade No. of traders (n=30) % * 
Way to make money 3 10 
Able to help my family 10 33 
Able to help other people 7 23 
Hours are flexible 3 10 
Independence 2 7 
Something to do 2 7 
Means of survival 2 7 
 
* Note: Multiple responses were given and thus the column total does not add up to 100%. 
 
Two of the traders (7%) experienced a sense of independence in engaging in the medicinal 
plant trade. One of the traders said that he enjoyed being his ‘own boss’ and in control of his 
‘own destiny’. Ten per cent of the traders enjoyed the flexibility of the working hours in that 
they were not bound by a specific time in order to be at work. Some traders reported that 
they often first completed their chores at home before leaving to sell their plants at the 
markets. 
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4.9 Conclusion 
The findings of this study indicate that engaging in the informal medicinal plant trade is an 
important livelihood option for the traders in the Nelson Mandela Bay Municipality. Older 
women, with little formal education and who came from impoverished single, income 
households dominated the trade. 
 
The informal medicinal plant markets were characterised by simple interactions and a few 
market players, with trading taking place on a local level and with local people. A total of 164 
plant species were identified in the trade which were mainly procured from the wild. A 
number of plant species were identified as scarce, but for the traders this scarcity was 
related to accessibility rather than overexploitation. 
  
The informal medicinal plant trade was an important source of income for the traders and 
their households, although it was low and highly variable. The trade also tended to contribute 
more to the total household income of the poorer households. Besides the economic 
benefits of the trade, there were also other livelihood benefits of the trade. The flexibility of 
the hours, independence and having a sense of satisfaction of being able to help family 
members and the community, were some of the social benefits of the trade. 
 
The findings also indicated that engaging in the medicinal plant trade, represented different 
livelihood strategies for different people. For some of the traders, it was a survivalist 
strategy, in which case the traders engaged in the trade in response to economic hardship. 
On the other hand, for others, it was a livelihood activity that they engaged in out of choice, 
as they were passing on traditions from one generation to the next. 
 
The informal medicinal plant trade therefore is important in sustaining the livelihoods of the 
traders and their households. Without this income, many of the traders and their families 
would be destitute.  
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CHAPTER 5 
GENERAL DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 
 
5.1 Introduction 
This study served to provide insights into the role of the medicinal plant trade in the 
livelihoods of the informal traders in the Nelson Mandela Bay Municipality, as only a few 
studies in South Africa have examined the trade from a livelihoods perspective (Kepe 2007). 
In this chapter, the main findings of the research will be discussed, as well as the limitations 
of the study. Furthermore, recommendations for future research will be presented.  
 
5.2 Discussion of the main findings 
The main findings of the study will be discussed by referring to: i) the characteristics of the 
informal markets in NMBM; ii) the attributes of the traders and their households; iii) the 
medicinal plant species traded in NMBM; iv) the reasons for the traders’ involvement in the 
medicinal plant industry and v) the livelihood benefits of the informal medicinal plant trade. 
 
5.2.1 Informal medicinal plant market characteristics 
The informal marketing chain for medicinal plants in the NMBM, from harvesting to 
processing and then sale and sometimes resale of the plants, is simple and involved 
primarily four groups of stakeholders, namely the ambulatory commercial harvesters, the 
informal traders, the informal medicinal plant practitioners and the consumers (Figure 5). 
Some of the informal traders also harvested their own plants and were referred to as trader-
harvesters in the study. No middlemen were found to operate in the area and the trade 
appears to operate only on a local level where the traders mainly sold medicinal plants to 
local people. This is in contrast to other parts of the world, such as in Nepal, where medicinal 
plant products often pass through several middlemen to eventually reach the consumer 
(Larsen and Smith 2004).  
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Figure 5.  The informal medicinal plant trade chain in NMBM 
 
Furthermore, the trade in medicinal plants in the informal sector in NMBM is not as extensive 
as in other major urban areas in South Africa. Only 31 traders were encountered in the study 
area, whereas in Durban approximately 400 to 500 traders were involved in the medicinal 
plant trade (Mander 1998) and approximately 166 informal traders operated in the Faraday 
market in Johannesburg (Williams 2005).  
 
All of the informal traders encountered in the study area were permanent street traders who 
operated on a fulltime basis and 70% of these traders also harvested medicinal plants. In 
contrast, in the Faraday market in Johannesburg, only 18% of the street traders harvested 
their own plants and instead they mainly purchased the plants from commercial harvesters 
(Williams 2004). In Durban, 40% of the informal traders were permanent street traders, while 
60% were harvesters from the rural areas who brought their plants to sell at the markets 
within the city (Institute of Natural Resources 2003).  
 
5.2.2 Attributes of the traders and their households 
The major stakeholders in the informal medicinal plant industry in the Nelson Mandela Bay 
Municipality were middle-aged or elderly women with little formal education. This finding is 
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similar to other findings in South Africa (Dold and Cocks 2002, Institute of Natural Resources 
2003, Williams 2004, Mander et al. 2006, Lewu et al. 2007). However, this is in contrast to 
findings in Mpumalanga and Limpopo where men dominated the informal trade (Botha 
2001). Similarly, in Maputo in Mozambique, 86 % of the traders were male with an average 
age of 35 years (Krog et. al 2006).  
 
Most of the traders came from impoverished households where the majority of the traders 
(67%) were the sole breadwinners. A number of the traders in NMBM (27%) lived in single 
income households, while most (63%) of the traders had their income from the medicinal 
plant trade augmented with pensions and other social grants. More than 50% of the traders 
lived in female headed households which are a particularly vulnerable group in society as 
they represent the ‘poorest of the poor’ (Chant 2004). Thus many of the traders were unable 
to rely on a spouse for an additional income as only 23% were married. Thus with many of 
the traders having a family to care for, and in many cases an extended family too, the 
medicinal plant trade was an important means of earning an income for the well-being of 
their families. 
 
5.2.3 Medicinal plant species traded 
At least 771 plant species are recorded in the medicinal plant trade in South Africa (Mander 
1997). However, the number of species recorded on sale in the informal markets in NMBM 
was 164. In contrast, more than 420 plant species were recorded in the medicinal plant trade 
in Durban (Cunningham 1992) and 511 species on the Witwatersrand (Williams et al. 2000). 
These markets are located in larger urban areas in South Africa and thus support much 
higher populations than in the study area. Furthermore, there is a high degree of ethnic 
diversity on the Witwatersrand that possibly stimulates a greater demand for medicinal 
plants (Williams et al. 2000). In Mpumalanga where the population is low, a total of 176 
species were traded, which is similar to the amount of plant species that were traded in the 
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study area, while only 70 plant species were recorded in the Limpopo markets (Botha et al. 
2004). 
 
The top 10 species traded in the Nelson Mandela Bay Municipality differs significantly from 
those reported in studies conducted in Gauteng (Williams 2005) and Kwazulu-Natal (Mander 
1998). However, there are six plant species that were encountered in the study area that are 
also in the top 10 list of the Western Cape (Loundou 2008) namely: Helichrysum spp., 
Hypoxis hemerocallidea, Sutherlandia frutescens, Gasteria bicolor, Bulbine latifolia and 
Cissampelos capensis (Table 4.10). This may be attributed to the close proximity of the 
study area to the Western Cape and thus the similarity of the biogeographic region. On the 
other hand, the differences in the plant species traded in the various regions, may be related 
to the different healing and cultural practices in Gauteng and Kwazulu-Natal, as well as 
differences in the plant species endemic to these areas. 
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Table 5  Comparison of the top 10 most frequently sold plant species in the NMBM, Gauteng, 
              the Western Cape and Kwazulu-Natal 
 
No. NMBM Gauteng Western Cape KwaZulu-Natal 
1 Gasteria bicolor Sarcophyte sanguinea Helichrysum spp.  Scilla natalensis 
2 Hypoxis hemerocallidea 
Eleaodendron 
transvaalense 
Agothosma betulina, A 
crenulata 
Alepidea 
amatymbica 
3 
Helichrysum 
odoratissimum 
Albizia adianthifolia 
Tulbaghia violacea, T. 
allicea 
 
Ocotea bullata 
4 Sutherlandia frutescens Acacia xanthophloea 
Hypoxis hemerocallidea, 
H. cochlifolia 
Warburgia salutaris 
5 
Eucomis autumnalis, 
Haemanthus abliflos 
Sclerocarya birrea 
Aloe spp., Haworthia 
attenuate, Gasteria 
bicolor, G. croucheri 
Eucomis 
autumnalis 
6 Clausena anisata Schotia brachypetala 
Alepidea amatymbica, A. 
delicatula 
Curtisia dentata 
7 Bulbine latifolia Adenia gummifera Cissampelos capensis Haworthia limnifolia 
8 Cissampelos capensis Dioscerea sylvatica Sutherlandia frutescens Boweia volubilis 
9 Monsonia burkeana Rapanea melanophloeos Chironia baccifera 
Siphonochilus 
aethiopicus 
10 Asparagus suaveolens Curtisia dentata Bulbine latifolia Secamone gerrardii 
 
Most of the medicinal plant parts on sale in the informal markets were destructively 
harvested where plant species were either entirely or partly removed from the ground. The 
greatest proportions of plant parts encountered in the markets consisted of whole plants, 
tubers, bulbs, rhizomes, roots and bark, with smaller proportions of leaves, stems and fruit. 
The harvesting of bark, whole plants, bulbs and roots is more immediate and more 
damaging than the harvesting of leaves and fruit (Cunningham 1998) and often it results in 
the death of the entire plant (Mander 1998). This has significant implications for the 
sustainability of the supply of medicinal plants, which in turn would impact on the livelihoods 
of the traders. Interestingly, the scarcity of certain plant species was perceived by the traders 
as being related to reasons of accessibility rather than overexploitation. This is similar to the 
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findings of Kepe (2007) where the harvesters’ classification of the relative abundance or 
scarcity of certain plant species was related to the physical difficulty of harvesting the plants 
and the fact that the plants were mostly located deep in the forest. 
 
5.2.4 Reasons for involvement in the trade 
The number of years that the traders had been involved in the trade is indicative of its 
permanence as a livelihood strategy. The majority of the traders had been involved in the 
trade for more than 10 years and some traders were in the business for more than 30 years. 
This is also reflected by the fact that the majority of the traders indicated that they would 
prefer to remain in the medicinal plant industry rather than pursue other income generating 
opportunities. In other words, the traders were satisfied with the way in which they earned a 
living. However, the reasons for remaining in the trade did not relate to the income earned 
from the trade but rather that the traders felt that they were not skilled enough to pursue 
alternative employment opportunities. Furthermore, some traders felt too old or too sickly to 
do anything else other than engaging in the medicinal plant trade. However, there were a 
few of the traders who mentioned that they would leave the medicinal plant trade if other 
more lucrative income generating opportunities became available.  
 
However, for a few of the younger traders who had been involved in the trade for only a few 
years, the trade was a means of diversifying their business activities. This was particularly 
prevalent amongst the Rastafarian traders who combined selling medicinal plants with 
repairing shoes and selling bags, inexpensive jewellery and fruit. Diversification also helped 
to boost the traders’ household income. The income that these traders earned was often 
also reinvested in the business. 
 
Many of the traders had elected to engage in the trade out of preference. In other words, 
these traders sold medicinal plants out of choice because they felt that it was a calling from 
their ancestors and that they were preserving family traditions. Some of the traders, 
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however, had entered the trade in response to economic hardship and poverty. For these 
traders, involvement in the trade was a means of survival, as they were unemployed and 
there were no alternative means of earning an income.  
 
5.2.5 Livelihood benefits from the trade in medicinal plants 
The sustainable livelihoods approach emphasises the need to analyse not only the financial 
benefits of livelihood activities, but also the social benefits. Thus in assessing the 
contribution of the medicinal plant trade to livelihoods, this study examined both the financial 
and the social benefits of the trade. 
 
Although incomes from the medicinal plant were modest, the trade nevertheless played an 
important role in sustaining the livelihoods of many of the traders and their households. 
Approximately 27% of the traders had no other source of income other than that derived 
from the medicinal plant trade and were thus solely dependent on the trade for an income. 
This however, does not mean that the traders in the NMBM were better off than the traders 
in other towns and cities in South Africa, where a greater proportion of the traders had no 
other income stream other than that from the medicinal plant trade.  
 
The proportional contribution of the medicinal plant trade to the total cash income was 
significantly higher for poorer households. This finding is similar to findings from a number of 
other studies in natural resource commercialisation, where poorer households tended to 
derive a greater percentage of their income from the trade in natural resource products than 
better off households (Neumann and Hirsh 2000, Shackleton 2005). Indeed for most of the 
traders, the medicinal plant trade was their most important source of income. 
 
Although the key indices of the importance of the trade to livelihoods are cash returns and 
net profit (Martin 2004), there were also a number of non-financial benefits for the traders. 
The ability to earn an income and make a contribution to the household, however small, 
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gave the traders a feeling of independence and satisfaction. Instead of being in the 
demoralising position of not having a job and depending on others for their livelihoods, the 
traders were helping to sustain their families and to provide for their daily needs. 
Furthermore, the traders invested the income from the trade in their children’s education and 
two of the traders reported that their children even pursued further tertiary studies. Thus the 
medicinal plant trade was a way to provide their children with better opportunities and this 
investment in human capital was also an investment in the future of their families. 
 
The traders also reported that helping people in their community with regards to their 
illnesses gave them great personal satisfaction. This in turn had a positive effect on the self-
esteem of the traders and their overall wellbeing as the traders were often looked up to and 
respected in their communities because of their knowledge of the healing properties of 
medicinal plants. Through the traders, traditions were also perpetuated, as indigenous 
knowledge about medicinal plants was passed on from one generation to the next. Thus the 
medicinal plant traders played an important role in preserving indigenous knowledge. 
 
The medicinal plant trade also played an important role in building social capital. Joint 
harvesting trips, in which transportation costs and resources were shared and the traders 
assisted one another to harvest the medicinal plants, helped to build and strengthen social 
networks. This helped to build a sense of camaraderie amongst the traders, which often 
spilled over into the informal markets, where traders often assisted each other by looking 
after one another’s stalls and assisting the customers of an adjacent stall if the owner was 
away. This situation has also been observed in the Faraday Market in Johannesburg 
(Williams 2003). 
 
Therefore, the medicinal plant trade is an important source of income for sustaining the 
livelihoods of the traders and their households. However, the trade also had a number of 
benefits other than economic benefits, which helped to build both human and social capital. 
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In turn, these livelihood benefits are important as it contributes to a healthy family and 
community life (Shackleton 2005). 
 
5.2.6 Opportunities and constraints for the medicinal plant trade 
The trade in medicinal plants offers an opportunity for poor and marginalised people who 
would otherwise find it difficult to secure formal employment and to earn an income. This is 
especially so for women and in particular those women who are responsible for sustaining 
the livelihoods of their families.  
 
The barriers of entry to the trade are low as the trade requires few skills, apart from having 
knowledge about the medicinal plants, little education and not much capital investment. 
Furthermore, the resource is essentially ‘free’ as most of the harvesters gathered medicinal 
plants from the wild. The plant species were also easily accessible as is evident from the 
large number of women who are the primary harvesters of the medicinal plants in the study 
area. This is in contrast to the trade in the Himalayan region which is dominated by young 
men because the plant resources are difficult to gain access to (Olsen and Larsen 2003). 
 
Furthermore, the medicinal plant traders have a greater security than other traders who sell 
seasonal natural resources, such as marula fruit (Shackleton et al. 2007). This is because 
medicinal plants are not only available on a seasonal basis, but traders are able to access 
the plants throughout the year, even though there are some medicinal plants which in fact 
are seasonal. In other words, the medicinal plant traders are able to generate an income 
from the trade throughout the year, unlike traders who make use of seasonal resources. 
 
However, the lack of education, limited business skills as well as age-related constraints in 
some cases, prevents many of the traders from pursuing more lucrative means of generating 
an income. With few employment opportunities available in South Africa, these traders have 
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little chance of entering the formal job market. Indeed the traders have very few options 
available to them should they want to pursue other income generating opportunities. 
 
In addition, the local medicinal plant market is saturated and consumer demand does not 
appear to be high in NMBM as was attested by the traders who reported that people do not 
buy a lot of medicinal plants. Furthermore, a lack of access to credit to improve the traders’ 
businesses will further hinder the growth of the trade. 
 
At present, the traders operate in a policy environment which is largely negative and 
unsupportive (Diederichs et al. 2006) and the traders engage in a livelihood strategy that is 
often criminalised by the authorities. Furthermore, there is presently no investment by 
government in the medicinal plant trade in the NMBM and currently the role played by 
authorities is mainly to police the harvesting of the medicinal plants. Furthermore, policies 
and interventions need to be specifically targeted at women and other marginalised 
members of society, since it is they who are most reliant on medicinal plants for their 
livelihoods. More effort needs to be made to provide a supportive environment for promoting 
the medicinal plant trade, which at the same time promotes the sustainable use of the 
medicinal plants.  
 
5.3 Limitations of the study 
There were several limitations to the study. The first limitation was related to the size of the 
sample. Only 31 traders were identified in the study area, despite several enquiries and 
visits to the informal markets. Thus, the type of statistical analyses that could be performed 
was limited due to the small sample size. A larger sample size would have also helped to 
increase the confidence of the data.  
 
The sample size was also not constant for all of the variables as some of the respondents 
were not able to supply certain information. This may have been because the traders felt that 
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the information was of a private or sensitive nature or it may have been that they were not 
accustomed to answering questions about certain issues. For example, the traders found it 
very difficult to explain what could improve their business and in some cases, they simply 
reported that they did not know. As noted by Martin (2004) respondents are often hesitant to 
answer questions about their personal wealth and the productive activities in which they 
engage. 
 
Questions on income are also of a private and sensitive nature and thus the figures that the 
traders gave for the amount of income that they earned, may have been inflated or under-
reported, particularly since most of the informal trade is conducted illegally. Furthermore, the 
traders did not keep any records of their income and expenditure and were not accustomed 
to calculating the income generated from the trade, as they often spent their earnings soon 
after it was received. Thus it was difficult for the traders to accurately estimate their earnings. 
Thus the information on income had to be captured based on the traders’ estimations and 
recall of what they earned. 
 
The research was also limited by the fact that the researcher was not able to speak the local 
language and conducted the interview process through an interpreter. Information that the 
researcher may have regarded as important may have been lost in the translation. However, 
although it is more desirable for the researcher to speak the same language as the research 
participants, rather than to work through an interpreter (Cunningham 2001), this was 
unavoidable. 
 
Although the researcher tried to ensure that a rapport was established with the traders, so as 
to create credibility for the study and an environment of trust, one of the traders refused to 
allow an inventory of her stock to be taken, while another did not want to divulge what he 
perceived the most popular plant species in the markets were. These two traders did not 
trust the intentions of the study any longer and thus refused to participate. 
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Furthermore, it was not possible to visit the various informal markets in the study area 
throughout the course of a year. Thus if any seasonal variation existed in the types of 
medicinal plants offered for sale or if the income earned from the trade varied during the 
course of the year, this study was not be able to capture this information, as it was 
essentially a once-off survey.  
 
Errors in the identification of plant species are likely to have occurred as plant species were 
not identified in their source areas as suggested by Cunningham (2001). However, every 
effort was made to accurately identify the medicinal plant species, although the identity of a 
small percentage of plants could not be confirmed. 
 
Due to the unprecedented heavy rainfall experienced in the study area throughout the period 
of data collection, interviews were often not completed in one sitting and the fieldwork 
process took much longer to complete than initially anticipated. This was due to the fact that 
the traders operated in areas with little or no shelter. Thus when it rained heavily, the 
interviews had to be terminated. At times, this meant that a particular trader who had to 
complete an interview was not at the market the next time the researcher went there. During 
a second visit to a particular market, one of the traders also refused to continue the interview 
that had been started on a previous occasion. 
 
The data would have been greatly enhanced if the ambulatory commercial harvesters were 
also included in the study. However, this group of medicinal plant stakeholders remained 
elusive, despite numerous attempts to make contact with them. 
 
5.4 Recommendations for future research 
Based on the findings of the study, there are a number of recommendations for future 
research. Firstly, this study did not take into account seasonal differences which may have 
affected the plant species offered for sale and their prices, which in turn may have affected 
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the incomes earned by the traders. Future studies could conduct surveys during different 
times of the year so as to capture any seasonal variation in the plant species on sale and 
their prices (Martin 2004). 
 
Secondly, in order to minimise the risk of incorrect plant identification, plant species should 
be identified in their source areas (Cunningham 2001). Future studies should therefore 
incorporate transect walks through the harvesting area with the trader-harvesters so as to 
increase the accuracy of plant identification.  
 
Thirdly, the income earned through the sale of medicinal plants could also be kept by the 
traders over a pre-determined period of time. This will enable more accurate data on income 
to be collected, rather than to rely only on the traders’ estimations and recall. 
 
Finally, it is important that the perspectives of all of the stakeholders in the medicinal plant 
industry are taken into account in research, in decision making processes and in policy 
formulation. Thus there is a need for more case studies on the medicinal plant trade that 
examines the livelihoods of the people involved in the trade and incorporates the 
perspectives of a number of different stakeholders in the trade. 
 
5.5 Conclusion 
This study has evaluated the contribution of the trade in medicinal plants to the livelihoods of 
the informal traders in Nelson Mandela Bay Municipality, Eastern Cape. Several conclusions 
can be made based on the findings of the study. Firstly, the findings of the research 
indicated that the sale and collection of medicinal plants is an activity which is exploited by 
people with limited resources, few skills, little or no education and often without any other 
source of household income. Women and in particular older women dominated the trade and 
came from impoverished, single income households. Thus the poor and the most 
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marginalised people in society tended to be most reliant on the medicinal plant trade for an 
income. 
 
Secondly, although incomes were modest, it contributed substantially to the total household 
income of the traders. In addition, the income generated from the trade, not only met some 
of the basic needs of the traders but it was also invested in some of the traders’ children’s 
education, as well as in diversifying their businesses. This in turn meant an investment in the 
future of the traders and their families. Thus the medicinal plant trade helped to lessen the 
effects of poverty and without access to the medicinal plants and the income derived from 
the trade, many traders and their families would be destitute. 
 
Thirdly, the findings suggest that the medicinal plant trade is not only a means of generating 
income but it also helps to improve the overall psychological well-being of the traders. Not 
only are the traders able to provide for their families, but they have a sense of pride in being 
able to help their communities. The medicinal plant trade thus gave the traders a sense of 
purpose in life, as they were not in the demoralising position of not being able to earn and 
income and to take care of their families.  
 
In conclusion, the medicinal plant trade does contribute significantly to the livelihoods of the 
informal traders in Nelson Mandela Bay Municipality. This study highlighted the dependence 
of the informal traders on the trade and its importance to the overall well-being of the traders 
and that of their families. However, the question is whether these activities can contribute 
more to household incomes and provide more sustainable livelihood opportunities for the 
traders. With limited resources, access to credit and business skills, the traders have little 
chance of expanding their informal businesses and increasing their income. It is hoped that 
by drawing attention to the value of the trade in medicinal plants to people’s livelihoods that 
the profile of the sector will be raised, so as to encourage investment in the trade. 
Furthermore, it is important that steps should be taken that will not only ensure the 
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sustainable management of medicinal plant species but that the people who are so closely 
dependant on these resources for their livelihoods, will not be excluded from any decision-
making processes and policy formulation.  
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APPENDICES 
 
APPENDIX 1 a 
TRADER QUESTIONNAIRE 
 
No. Area: Street name: 
 
1. PROFILE OF TRADERS 
1.1 Gender: Male = 1 
 Female = 2 
 
1.2 Age (at last birthday):  
 
1.3 Marital status: Not married = 1 
 
Married = 2 
Divorced = 3 
Widowed = 4 
Other = 5  please specify: ________________ 
 
1.4 Place of residence:  
 
1.5 Previous occupation:  
 
  
126 
 
APPENDIX 1 a (continued) 
 
1.6 Highest school qualification: None / Grade 0 = 1 
 
Grade 1 / Sub A = 2 
Grade 2 / Sub B = 3 
Grade 3 / Std 1 / L1 = 4 
Grade 4 / Std 2 / L2 = 5  
 Grade 5 / Std 3 / L3 = 6 
 Grade 6 / Std 4 / L4 = 7 
 Grade 7 / Std 5 / L5 = 8 
 Grade 8 / Std 6 / L6 / FI / NTC = 9  
 Grade 9 / Std 7 / L7 / FII / GCE = 10 
 Grade 10 / Std 8 / L8 / FIII / = 11 
 Grade 11 / Std 9 / L9 / FIV / = 12 
 Grade 12 / Std 10 / L7 / FV / NSC = 13 
 
 
2. HOUSEHOLD CHARACTERISTICS 
2.1 Head of the hh: Adult male > 60 = 1 
 
Adult female > 60 = 2 
Adult male < 60 = 3 
Adult female < 60 = 4 
Male child (boy < 18) = 5 
 Female child (girl < 18) = 6 
 
2.2 No. of children in hh:  
2.3 No. of adults in hh:  
2.4 No. of people employed in hh:  
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APPENDIX 1 a (continued) 
 
2.5 What is (are) the occupation(s) of the people who are employed in your household? 
 
 
 
 
 
3. THE TRADE IN MEDICINAL PLANTS 
3.1 In which year did you start selling medicinal plants?  
 
3.2 Why did you decide to sell medicinal plants? 
 
 
 
 
 
3.3.1 Do you sell any other products? Yes = 1 
 No = 2 
 
3.3.2 If YES, what other products do you sell? 
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APPENDIX 1 a (continued) 
 
3.4 Why do you sell medicinal plants at this location? Close to home = 1 
 
Many people pass through= 2 
People pay higher prices here = 3 
Easy to travel to this location = 4 
No-one bothers me when I trade here = 5 
Other = 6  please specify:  
__________________________________ 
__________________________________ 
__________________________________ 
 
 
3.5.1 Do you sell any plants anywhere else? Yes = 1 
 No = 2 
 
3.5.2 If YES, where else do you sell medicinal plants? 
 
 
 
 
 
3.5.3 Why do you sell medicinal plants at the other location as well? 
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APPENDIX 1 a (continued) 
 
3.6 How much time do you spend selling medicinal plants each day?  
 
3.7 How important do you regard your medicinal plant business? Very important = 1 
 Important = 2 
 Slightly important = 3 
 Not important = 4 
 
3.8 What would help you to run your business better? 
      More information on how to run a business = 1 
      A traders’ organisation to help improve your business = 2 
      Easier access to credit to help run your business = 3 
      Other:  please specify: 
      _____________________________________________________________________________ 
      _____________________________________________________________________________ 
      _____________________________________________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX 1 a (continued) 
 
4. INCOME 
4.1 How much money do you earn per week selling medicinal plants?: R 1 – R 100 = 1 
 
R 101 – R 200 = 2 
R 201 – R 300 = 3 
R 301 – R 400 = 4 
R 401 – R 500 = 5 
 R 501 – R 600 = 6 
 R 601 – R 700 = 7 
 R 701 – R 800 = 8 
 R 801 – R 900 = 9 
 R 901 – R 1 000 = 10 
 R 1 001 & above = 11 
 
4.2.1 Do you have any other sources of income? Yes = 1 
 No = 2 
 
4.2.2 If YES, please specify the type of income. 
      Another job = 1 
      Other breadwinners in the household = 2 
      Pension = 3 
      Grant = 4 
      Family donations = 5 
      Other = 6  please specify: 
      _____________________________________________________________________________ 
      _____________________________________________________________________________ 
      _____________________________________________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX 1 a (continued) 
 
4.2.2 How much does this alternative income source bring in per week? R 1 – R 100 = 1 
 
R 101 – R 200 = 2 
R 201 – R 300 = 3 
R 301 – R 400 = 4 
R 401 – R 500 = 5 
 R 501 – R 600 = 6 
 R 601 – R 700 = 7 
 R 701 – R 800 = 8 
 R 801 – R 900 = 9 
 R 901 – R 1 000 = 10 
 R 1 001 & above = 11 
 
4.3 What is the total cash income earned by your hh per month? R 1 – R 200 = 1 
 
R 201 – R 500 = 2 
R 501 – R 800 = 3 
R 801 – R 1 500 = 4 
R 1 501 – R 3 500 = 5 
 R 3 501 – R 4 500 = 6 
 R 6 001 – R 8 000 = 7 
 R 8 001 – R 11 000 = 8 
 R 11 001 – R 16 000 = 9 
 R 16 001 – R 20 000 = 10 
 R 20 001 – R 30 000= 11 
 R 30 001 & above = 12 
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APPENDIX 1 a (continued) 
 
4.4 What do you regard as your most important source of income? 
      Medicinal plant trade = 1 
      Other breadwinners in the household = 2 
      Pension = 3 
      Grant = 4 
      Family donations = 5 
      Other = 6  please specify: 
      _____________________________________________________________________________ 
      _____________________________________________________________________________ 
      _____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
4.5.1 Would you prefer to have another job? Yes = 1 
 No = 2 
 
4.5.2 Give a reason for your answer in 4.5.1. 
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APPENDIX 1 a (continued) 
 
5. NON-FINANCIAL BENEFITS OF THE TRADE 
Besides earning an income, what are some of the other benefits of trading in plants? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
6. COSTS INCURRED 
What costs do you have in marketing the plants? Amount (in Rands) 
    Transportation = 1  
    Buying plants = 2  
    Rent = 3  
    Assistance = 4  
    Other = 5  please specify: 
    __________________________________________ 
    __________________________________________ 
    __________________________________________ 
    __________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX 1 b 
HARVESTER QUESTIONNAIRE 
 
1. SOURCE OF THE MEDICINAL PLANTS 
1.1 Where do you harvest the medicinal plants? 
 
 
 
 
 
1.2 Do you harvest medicinal plants on: State land = 1 
 Communal land = 2 
 Private land = 3 
 Do not know = 4 
 
1.3.1 Have you had to move to new areas to collect plants? Yes = 1 
 No = 2 
 
1.3.2 If YES, please provide a reason for your answer in 1.3.1? 
 
 
 
 
 
1.4. Are the plants that you harvest: Wild = 1 
 Cultivated = 2 
 Both wild & cultivated = 3 
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APPENDIX 1 b (continued) 
 
2. FREQUENCY OF HARVESTING 
How often do you harvest medicinal plants? 
 
 
3. QUANTITY HARVESTED 
How many medicinal plants do you harvest in one harvesting trip? 
 
 
4. AVAILABILITY OF MEDICINAL PLANT SPECIES 
4.1.1 Is it easy to get access to the medicinal plants? Yes = 1 
 No = 2 
 
4.1.2 If YES, please provide a reason for your answer in 4.1.1? 
 
 
 
 
 
4.2.1 Have you noticed a change in the availability of plants over the years? Yes = 1 
 No = 2 
 
4.2.2 If YES, please provide a reason for your answer in 4.2.1? 
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APPENDIX 1 b (continued) 
 
4.3.1 Are there any plants which you regard as being difficult to obtain? Yes = 1 
 No = 2 
 
4.3.2 If YES, please name these plants. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4.3.3 Why do you think that these plants are more difficult to obtain? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4.4 Which plants have you sold the most of in the last year? 
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APPENDIX 1 b (continued) 
 
4.5 What would you do if certain medicinal plants were no longer found in the wild? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4.6 What do you do to ensure that there are plants for you to harvest on the future? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5. COSTS INCURRED 
5.1 How much does it cost you to travel to: Harvesting site R 
 Market / selling point R 
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APPENDIX 1 b (continued) 
 
5.2 What costs do you have in marketing the plants? Amount (in Rands) 
    Paying a fee to the landowners = 1  
    Obtaining a permit = 2  
    Purchasing implements = 3  
    Paying for assistance to harvest plants = 4  
    Other = 5  please specify: 
    __________________________________________ 
    __________________________________________ 
    __________________________________________ 
    __________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX 1 c 
PLANT INVENTORY FORM 
 
No. Name of plant Plant part Buy or collect Unit of measure No. of plants in stock Selling price 
1       
2       
3       
4       
5       
6       
7       
8       
9       
10       
11       
12       
13       
14       
15       
16       
17       
18       
19       
20       
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APPENDIX 1 c (continued) 
 
No. Name of plant Plant part Buy or collect Unit of measure No. of plants in stock Selling price 
21       
22       
23       
24       
25       
26       
27       
28       
29       
30       
31       
32       
33       
34       
35       
36       
37       
38       
39       
40       
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APPENDIX 1 c (continued) 
 
2. SUPPLY AND DEMAND  
2.1 List the 10 most popular plant species that you sell: 
     1 
     2 
     3 
     4 
     5 
     6 
     7 
     8 
     9 
     10 
 
2.2.1 Which medicinal plants do you consider to be scarce or difficult to obtain? 
        1 
        2 
        3 
        4 
        5 
        6 
        7 
        8 
        9 
        10 
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APPENDIX 1 c (continued) 
 
2.2.2 Why do you think that these plants may be scarce or difficult to obtain? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3.1 What do you do with the plants that you cannot sell? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3.2.1 Do you throw any plants away? Yes = 1 
 No = 2 
 
3.2.2 If YES, why do you throw these plants away?. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3.2.3 How often do you throw these plants away?  
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APPENDIX 2 
SCRIPT TO BE FOLLOWED TO OBTAIN THE INFORMED CONSENT OF 
 RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS 
 
I am Delia Ah Goo, from the Geoscience Department of the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University 
and this is Mr David Gola, the interpreter. I am doing research on the trade in medicinal plants and its 
importance to people’s livelihoods. I would like to invite you to be part of my research. You do not 
have to decide immediately whether or not you will participate in the research study.  
 
I will provide you with the necessary information to help you understand the study and if there is 
anything that you do not understand, I will explain it to you as we go along. You may ask questions to 
clarify anything that you do not understand at any point. 
 
Your participation in the research is entirely voluntary. In other words, you may choose whether to 
participate in the study or not. The research will involve you answering questions about yourself and 
your household; and the harvesting and the sale of medicinal plants. The interview should take 
approximately 45 minutes to complete. If you accept to be part of the research, you may withdraw 
from answering questions at any point. 
 
The information that you give is confidential and your name will not be recorded on the interview 
schedule. The research findings will, however, be shared through publications and conferences so 
that others may learn from the study. 
 
Furthermore, the ethical integrity of the study has been approved by the Research Ethics Committee 
(Human) of the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University, which comprises of an independent group of 
experts whose task is to ensure that the rights and welfare of the research participants are protected 
and that the research is conducted in an ethical manner. 
 
 
 
144 
 
APPENDIX 2 (continued) 
 
You can ask me any further questions about any part of the research study or you may ask them at a 
later stage by contacting: 
 
Delia Ah Goo 
Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University 
Geoscience Department 
(041) 504 1513 
 
Thank you for taking the time to listen to me.  
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APPENDIX 3  Plant species traded in NMBM 
No. Name used in market Scientific name Plant part sold 
% of 
traders 
(n=29) 
1 Intelezi Gasteria bicolor, Haworthia attenuate whole plant 72 
2 Inongwe, African potato Hypoxis hemerocallidea rhizome 69 
3 Imphepho, kooigoed Helichrysum odoratissimum leaves & stems 62 
4 Gansies, kankerbos Sutherlandia frutescens leaves & stems 45 
5 Umathunga Asparagus africanus, Haemanthus abliflos bulb 45 
6 Iperepes, isiqhumiso Clausena anisata leaves & stems 45 
7 Rooiwortel Bulbine latifolia rhizome 38 
8 Umayisake Cissampelos capensis rhizome; root 38 
9 Igqitha  Monsonia burkeana stems? 34 
10 Inqatha, kaptein Asparagus suaveolens root 34 
11 Umkwenkhwe Pittosporum viridiflorum bark 34 
12 Umthathi, nieshout Ptaeroxylon obliquum bark 34 
13 Utuvishe Kedrostis foetidissima tuber 34 
14 Impendulo Rubia petiolaris root 31 
15 Inqwebeba Albuca setose bulb 31 
16 Isikolokotho, ghaiwortel Sansevieria hyacinthoides leaves 31 
17 Krismistree Chironia baccifera leaves & stems 31 
18 Uchitibunga Rhoicissus tridendata, R. digitata tuber 28 
19 Umavumbuka Hydnora africana, Sarcophyte sanguinea whole plant 28 
20 Inceba Polygala serpentaria root 28 
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APPENDIX 3 (continued) 
No. Name used in market Scientific name Plant part sold 
% of 
traders 
(n=29) 
21 Ityholo Clematis brachiata leaves 24 
22 Klipdagga Leonotis intermedia leaves & stems 24 
23 Oondbossie Conyza scabrida leaves & stems 24 
24 Swartstorm Senna italic root 24 
25 Yakayaka, kopiva Bulbine frutescens whole plant 24 
26 Intsihlo Capparis sepiaria bark 21 
27 Kattekruid Ballota africana leaves & stems 21 
28 Skilpad, isikolipati Dioscorea sylvatica tuber 21 
29 Uluzi Ficus sp. bark 21 
30 Bitterblare Brachylaena elliptica leaves & stems 17 
31 Ubhlungu bebhokhwe Teucrium trifidum leaves & stems 17 
32 Umaphipha Rapanea melanophloeos bark 17 
33 Umgqeba Brachylaena ilicifolia leaves 17 
34 Umhlonyane, wilde als Artemisia afra leaves & stems 17 
35 Wynruit Ruta graveolens leaves & stems 17 
36 Boegoe, ibuchu Agathosma betulina leaves & stems 17 
37 Ikhala  Aloe ferox leaves 17 
38 Imphinda bamshaye Rhoicissus tomentosa tuber 17 
39 Isilawu Behnia reticulata root 17 
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APPENDIX 3 (continued) 
No. Name used in market Scientific name Plant part sold 
% of 
traders 
(n=29) 
40 Platdoring, nqonovu Arctopus echinatus root 17 
41 Umbalabala Polygala myrtifolia leaves & stems 17 
42 Umdlavuza Lauridia tetragona bark 17 
43 Umnonono Strychnos henningsii, S. decussata bark 14 
44 Umrateni Drimia elata bulb 14 
45 Ungcana Dianthus thunbergii root 14 
46 Uzintlwa Protorhus longifolia bark 14 
47 Isivumbampunzi Tulbaghia violacea, T. allicea bulbs 14 
48 Agterbos Unidentified species leaves & stems 10 
49 Icimamlilo Pentanisia prunelloides root 10 
50 Idololenkonyane Rumex steudelii root 10 
51 Intlungu nyembe Unidentified species ? 10 
52 Intsema Euphorbia melaformis whole plant 10 
53 Mountain garlic Tulbaghia sp. bulbs 10 
54 Msuzo wamagqira Unidentified species leaves & stems 10 
55 Ntsukumbini  Senecio serratuloides leaves & stems 10 
56 Oumeitabos Unidentified species leaves & stems 10 
57 Renostertop Elytropappus rhinocerotis leaves & stems 10 
58 Ukhanyakude Acacia xanthophloea bark 10 
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APPENDIX 3 (continued) 
No. Name used in market Scientific name Plant part sold 
% of 
traders 
(n=29) 
59 Umgxam Schotia latifolia bark 10 
60 Ukhanyakude Acacia xanthophloea bark 10 
61 Umgxam Schotia latifolia bark 10 
62 Umkhondo Agapanthus praecox root 10 
63 Umlahleni Curtisia dentata bark 10 
64 Umtuma Solanum sodomaeodos fruit 10 
65 Wag-'n-bietjie Asparagus rubicundus root 10 
66 Imphinda Araujia sericifera stems? 10 
67 Uphuncuka Talinum caffrum rhizome 10 
68 Amabinda Capparis fascicularis root 7 
69 Bagriep Unidentified species leaves & stems 7 
70 Beka mina ngdewa Unidentified species root 7 
71 Groenemara Vernonia oligocephala leaves & stems 7 
72 Ishwadi Boophane disticha bulb 7 
73 Isidumo Ilex mitis bark 7 
74 Isindiyandiya Bersama lucens bark 7 
75 Lavender Lavandula angustifolia leaves & stems 7 
76 Mavuma Unidentified species root 7 
77 Inkuphulwana Scadoxus puniceus bulb 7 
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APPENDIX 3 (continued) 
No. Name used in market Scientific name Plant part sold 
% of 
traders 
(n=29) 
78 Nonkozwana Unidentified species whole plant 7 
79 Umaqaqana Bowiea volubilis bulb 7 
80 Umlungumabele Zanothoxylum capense leaves & stems 7 
81 Ummemezi Cassipourea flanaganii bark 7 
82 Umquma Olea europaea leaves & stems 7 
83 Umthombothi Spirostachys africana bark 7 
84 Uvuma Dolichos falciformis root 7 
85 Wild ginger Siphonochilus aethiopicus rhizome 7 
86 Amasa, amasi? Unidentified species leaves & stems 7 
87 Unozitolane Dianthus thunbergii root 7 
88 Ingwavuma Elaeodendron transvaalense bark 7 
89 Wildeui Alium dregeanum bulb 7 
90 Banqoqozi Unidentified species bark 3 
91 Buta Unidentified species bulb 3 
92 Indlula behleni Unidentified species bark? 3 
93 Gasrog? Unidentified species ? 3 
94 Gqagqa Unidentified species bulb 3 
95 Gqamabini Unidentified species ? 3 
96 Iku bulembu Unidentified species whole plant 3 
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APPENDIX 3 (continued) 
No. Name used in market Scientific name Plant part sold 
% of 
traders 
(n=29) 
97 Imfingo Stangeria eriopus tuber 3 
98 Indabulaluvalo Maytenus undata bark 3 
99 Intololwana Elephantorrhiza elephantina rhizome 3 
100 Inzinziniba Lippia javanica leaves & stems 3 
101 Iphamba Eulophia streptopetala ? 3 
102 Iphuzi Gunnera perpensa root 3 
103 Isicakathi Agapanthus africanus rhizome 3 
104 Isiduli Unidentified species ? 3 
105 Isiqunqa Unidentified species leaves & stems 3 
106 Itshongwe Xysmalobium undulatum root 3 
107 Izihlwele Behnia reticulata ? 3 
108 Khanyisa Unidentified species bark 3 
109 Khibuna Unidentified species ? 3 
110 Ikhubalo Hypoxis filifolia tuber 3 
111 Lilisi Unidentified species root 3 
112 Lwiminkama Unidentified species rhizome? 3 
113 Mabenga Unidentified species bark 3 
114 Machinini Unidentified species root 3 
115 Mahambe ziphinda Unidentified species bark 3 
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APPENDIX 3 (continued) 
No. Name used in market Scientific name Plant part sold 
% of 
traders 
(n=29) 
116 Mangqoqozi Unidentified species bark 3 
117 Umasixabane Unidentified species rhizome? 3 
118 Umbethe Unidentified species leaves & stems 3 
119 Umbiza Unidentified species ? 3 
120 Umhlabekufeni  Unidentified species whole plant 3 
121 Mint Mentha longifolia leaves & stems 3 
122 Mlomomnandi  Glycrrhiza glabra rhizomes 3 
123 Mnepenepe Unidentified species bark 3 
124 Inyazangoma Prunus africana bark 3 
125 Mqalozala Unidentified species ? 3 
126 Mtunelele Unidentified species bark 3 
127 Mvulandaba Unidentified species bark 3 
128 Umwelela Ranunculus multifidus root 3 
129 Nerve tea Unidentified species leaves & stems 3 
130 Nkalimasali Unidentified species whole plant 3 
131 Umhlontlo Eurphorbia triangularis whole plant 3 
132 Pas? Unidentified species twigs 3 
133 Qwanisha Gunnera perpensa root 3 
135 Slangbos Lycium ferocissum leaves & stems 3 
 
  
152 
 
APPENDIX 3 (continued) 
No. Name used in market Scientific name Plant part sold 
% of 
traders 
(n=29) 
136 Spunge? Unidentified species rhizome 3 
137 Teringbossie Thesium sp. leaves & stems 3 
138 Ubangalala Maytenus spp. root 3 
139 Ubhoqo Ipomoea crassipes tuber 3 
140 Ubulembu  belitye Parmelia lichen 3 
141 Ubuvimba Withania somnifera root 3 
142 Uhlungu uhlungu Vernonia mespilifolia twigs 3 
143 Uukutya kwentaka Phytolacca americana stems? 3 
144 Umabhope Acridocarpus natalitis root? 3 
145 Umgwenye wezinja Ekerbergia capensis bark 3 
150 Umkhuhlu Trichilia dregeana bark 3 
151 Umthunyelelwa Pleurostylia capensis bark 3 
152 Umvuthuza Alepidea amatymbica rhizome 3 
153 Unozitholana Silene undulata roots 3 
154 Unukani Octea bullata bark 3 
155 Uroselina Cinnamomum camphora bark / leaf ? 3 
156 Uvelabahleke Graderia scabra? Celasia trigyna? whole plant? 3 
157 Uvendle Perlagonium reniforme tuber 3 
158 Uvuma mhlope Synaptolepis kirkii root 3 
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APPENDIX 3 (continued) 
No. Name used in market Scientific name Plant part sold 
% of 
traders 
(n=29) 
159 Uvuma ombomvu Ipomoea crispa root? 3 
160 Ventersara Unidentified species leaves & stems 3 
161 Vicksbossie Vicia sp. leaves & stems 3 
162 Vuka ekufeni Unidentified species bark 3 
163 Wilde wilgerd Cliffordia odorata leaves & stems 3 
164 Xonya Salix mucronata leaves & stems 3 
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